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Chapter I
Suddenly, Victor was.
	Surrounded by a sea of light, thick like a syrupy anesthetic.
Complete silence. No hums, no whispers. 
All that light yet not a single blemish, shadow, or wrinkle. So unfamiliar. Perhaps he was in a dream. No, he was too conscious for that. Surely.
His brain felt staticky. Thoughts fizzled without warning, fading to a dreary gray. Everything was just… dead.
	Instinct. That seemed familiar. A slow pulse, shallow breath—primal, autonomous functions. Recollections of something… before.
And yet, no sensation, no movement. Perhaps he lacked the necessary parts. Such a rigid, nauseating musing.
No, he just needed to concentrate. Blocking out the light might help, he thought. Shutting his eyes. Yes, something familiar.
	But he couldn’t blink.
	He tried again. Nothing. Blink, goddamnit! Once more, nothing. 
And yet, such apathy. He should have panicked, fought for survival. Instead, a disturbing calmness set over him, paralyzing the urge to scream.
… Paralysis.
Take a breath, Victor.
Nothing. 
The light intensified, banging on his skull like a sacrificial drum.
Oh God. What if…
***
Acres of dying autumnal grass—a plate for his slumped, bruised body. Brain matter spilling out into a puddle. Crazed beasts, driven by primal urges, all attracted to the delicious smell of a fresh corpse. Their stomachs didn’t care about his injuries, his memories, his dreams. 
No, they craved meat. 
Bone by bone, the wild creatures interrupted silence with ghastly cracks. A lone lion licked its whiskers, devouring the still-beating heart. Nothing left but a mangled pile of…
No, it was too horrendous to fathom. He felt real emotion in the wave of terror. How desperately he wanted to cry, scream, beg the light for mercy. 
But he couldn’t even twitch. 
***
	An infinity. Maybe hours. Time merely labored along like an aimlessly-floating lily pad.
The apathy remained. Victor wanted to care. To flinch, scream, anything… yet nothing manifested but indifference. He wondered if he’d even flinch if something bit him. Something was out there.
Head trauma seemed unlikely. Blood loss would’ve killed him already. 
Perhaps just a hallucination. The drugged, fuzzy feeling certainly explained the source. 
No. Every atom around him was light—too real for illusion. Something evil was paralyzing him, perhaps laughing heartily at his ensnarement. Tingling, like small spiders. He wanted– no, needed to scratch, violently erasing the sensation of being watched. Thousands of eyes staring directly into his soul, twitching and blinking loudly. Victor was a toy. 
Perhaps this was an afterlife, then. Explained the forces, the light, the silence. And yet, the paralysis. Surely the afterlife would grant him some autonomy.
Nothing fit. Victor needed a shape, a mindless pattern, something. If evil were out there, he could only imagine the terrors it would inflict. Psychological deprivation, auditory mirages, false hope. 
That is, if the light were malevolent. Maybe it sought to guide Victor to salvation, relief. Otherwise, darkness would swallow him whole into a swirling mess of frostbite, terror, and pain. Choked slowly to squeeze every bit of life out. Completely powerless. 
But what if they worked together? A plan to destroy Victor’s sense of self. A sudden shift to darkness, removing any glimmer of hope and tranquility. He’d crawl erratically, screaming tearfully for the light. Begging for a mere crumb of aid. 
Light was supposed to enlighten, to reveal hidden truth. This one… obscured, wanting to destroy any hope left. To them, Victor was a number, a distraction. 
He needed to fight.
Something warm flickered. He longed for a heartbeat, adrenaline — but the abyss held him back. It wanted him to succumb to his motionless state. You are weak, Victor, something hissed.
No. He didn’t view his paralysis as defeat—it was a motivator. His very existence was at stake. The light demanded a surrender not by force, but by erosion.
But his mind—his mind was still his. Blunt, perhaps. Cracked. But, it was there.
A radiant shade of gold bounced around Victor’s skull. Faster and faster, the color bubbled into a fiery mess. Victor was a soldier now, adorned in metal and chains while brandishing a heavy sword. He stood alone on the battlefield. No rallying drumbeat. No general’s bark. This was his fight.
A faint rumble—surely the space trembling with his might. Such glorious sound. Finally, he could stab the light, exposing the dark rift and ending the torture. The quiet thundering would give way to shrill, pained shrieks—all the eyes would be blinded with searing hot steel. Louder and louder, yet they only drove Victor’s feverish craze. 
Slice after slice, he slashed wildly at the light. Freedom felt close. The sword raised slowly. There, cowards. Have one last glance at—
“Victor!”
The silence splintered as the singular word detonated, its echo trailing like toxic smoke. Profound and deep—an ancient Catholic choir corroded by a metallic rasp like rusted bells. It gutted Victor’s courage—once a soldier, now a quivering heap of scorched flesh.
Surely that noise was imagined. A hallucination. No, he felt it breathe. The light remained undisturbed by the cataclysmic roar, perhaps hungry for his reaction. No choice but to sit in agonizing silence. Resolve reduced to ash, all confidence devoured by terror. What remained belonged to… it.
And that name. Victor. It must be his own. Foreign, but it did sound triumphant. Regal. Perhaps he was stronger than he thought.
***
	“I can hear you.”
	There it was again. Softer but still deeply resonant. It was no coincidence—something or someone was there. Shock didn’t fade—it curdled into intrigue. He hadn’t said a word. 
Unless, it heard his thoughts, his most private conversations. 
Once again, silence. Victor grew impatient. Maybe it was waiting for a response, a telepathic bridge. Even a mere thought seemed complicated. 
“Hello?” The only word he could muster.
	There was no booming echo—in fact, no sound at all. That was of no importance. Victor simply needed the voice again. Its five words were sweet yet sharp, hugging him like a lullaby hissed through clenched teeth. Finally, hope. A voice meant a speaker, perhaps even camaraderie. 
	“Hello, Victor.”
	There it was. Relief. Color. Memory. It felt so paternal—a long-awaited family reunion. Yet, composure was necessary. It wanted to be trusted. That was the trap. Once Victor was unaware—comfortable in the entity’s presence—he’d be drowned in darkness, gasping for life. He just wanted stability but was growing tired. Amidst dueling questions vying for the spotlight, a singular query. 
	“Who are you?” He had his own assumptions. Satan. All this torture was punishment for grievous sins. 
	“I am not Satan,” the voice admonished strictly. Gone was the familial tone.
	“No, no, I apologize. I’m just confused,” Victor hastily said, hoping to mend damage.
	For the first time, the light flickered. It was brief but clearly noticeable, almost like it blinked. Maybe it had eyes after all. What terrified Victor wasn’t the change, but rather the darkness. Brief, but carried the depth of an unexplored cavern. A quick, cold shock sent an electric shiver through him, coursing up to his throat. He wanted to gag to release the sensation, but he was powerless against it. 
	“You may address me as The Great Light,” it responded, unmoved by apology.
	Of course. The twinkling, the disturbances—all were its own energy. It was the light and it was everywhere. Victor, enamored by the magnitude and much more at ease, felt compelled to bow—if only his body could. “Thank you, The Great Light. I will do as you say.”
	More flickering. A shudder of warmth reverberated across the light. Everything felt calmer, even a bit joyful, almost as if it were… laughing.
	“Stop with the theatrics, Victor,” The Great Light replied.
	“My apologies, The Great Light, you’re very wise. I will try to be more—”
	He interrupted himself. More theatrics. A grimace or scowl felt appropriate, even a slap across the face. Just shut up and be normal, Victor.
	“Great Light, I was wondering…”
	Victor trailed off, hesitant. He didn’t want to come across as needy… but he desperately craved answers. The Great Light likely already knew the incoming question.
	“Where exactly am I?” Victor finally asked. A weight off his shoulders.
“The afterlife.” 
It stung. Afterlife. It stung, colder than anything said so far. 
Victor was too stunned to respond. No warning, no empathy—complete emotional disregard from The Great Light. He didn’t remember his previous form, but the attachment was still there. In an instant, he was stripped of that closeness, his very individuality. Maybe it would tire of him, move on to another soul—paralyzed, blubbering, just like him. After that, another soul.
He was nobody.
“Some call this Heaven. You are free to label whatever is most comfortable,” The Great Light replied, ignoring its own bombshell. “Would you like to know why you’re here?”
Victor began to seethe with anger. The Great Light’s cruelty felt like punishment, yet it gave no explanation why. It ambled along, going down a celestial checklist without any care. This was business, nothing more. 
“Why am I here?” Victor asked, dripping with desperation.
Silence. “Car accident.”
A searing pain stabbed his head  as if he had been burnt.
And then, all at once, he remembered.
***
Hot summer day but someone had left the seat warmer on the night before. It wasn’t that chilly last night. Same old muddy coffee in the cupholder—drinking it was more instinct than nourishment. The caffeine would’ve helped but the gas station clerk gave him decaf. “Sorry, all out,” she said flatly, typing mindlessly on her phone. Rude. 
N-n-no.
Traffic wasn’t terrible, at least—just bad enough. Those stupid motorcyclists kept speeding past. One day, you’ll crash, Victor thought with disdain. Human stupidity truly knew no end. The seat was heating up now—should probably turn it off.
Lots of trucks on the highway today. One was bright orange, advertising a company Victor had never heard of. Cadenza. Nice little musical term. Wow, the seat warmer was burning him now, almost like it was sentient and wanted the torture.
No… no, no no.
One hand on the wheel, nothing he hadn’t done before. Where was that stupid switch? His hand flailed around, hitting random buttons like the AC and radio (grunge rock started playing—not ideal) and the dashboard itself. “Ow!” he screamed as his poor hand entered the cup of coffee accidentally. Should’ve gotten a top, you idiot. His hand was quickly shoved into his mouth, a feeble attempt at cooling it off. Anger took control—the seat warmer was not going to win this battle. Heavy metal guitar blasted through the speakers while he sucked on his burnt hand.
Don’t do it.
It’ll just be for a moment, he reasoned to himself. Victor darted his head down to the right, finally located the switch, and triumphantly turned it off, lining up with a dramatic drum solo. Good work, Victor, he told himself. He actually liked this song.
Look up, you fucking idiot! Why aren’t you–
Smiling wide, Victor turned his attention back to the road, humming along to a song he didn’t even know. 
No! Brake, brake!
Traffic was suddenly bad. The Cadenza in front of him had stopped. 
And Victor hadn’t.
Too late to scream. Only a gasp.
***
“Victor…” The Great Light started. A paternal tone had returned. It sounded much softer, maybe even sympathetic. 
None of it mattered. Rage bubbled up inside him. It needed an escape. 
“I know this is not the ideal way to find out everything,” The Great Light continued. What a pathetic attempt at helping ease the situation. Victor just wanted to crawl up into a ball and weep. An entire life, disappearing in an instant because of a fucking seat warmer. He should’ve just left it on. A stupid burn would’ve been better than this. But no, he had to be comfortable. 
“What do you want me to say?” Victor asked, hurling fire at The Great Light. 
“I am merely trying to help,” it flatly responded. 
What a joke. Victor didn’t care anymore. His death wouldn’t be for nothing—he had to stand up for himself. The Great Light wasn’t going to help.
“Just leave me alone!” Victor shot, practically spitting venom. Tension crescendoed—an earthquake—louder and louder. Maybe Victor was gaining power, maybe not. Nothing mattered. 
“Very well,” The Great Light responded.
Darkness.

Chapter II
Suddenly, Victor wasn’t. 
	The light had vanished, and with it, Victor. All the air was gone. Something was pushing him deeper. Down. Down. Drowning in shadow. The fear heightened, and so it pressed harder, submerging him even deeper into the abyss.
And yet, Victor didn’t lose consciousness. No, he was excruciatingly aware, feeling his nerves burn as they screamed with terror. Death would’ve been a mercy, but he was already dead, completely void of… 
Light.
Perhaps… perhaps The Great Light was never the enemy. 
Darkness was.
	“Help!” A desperate plea. He repeated it over and over into the abyss. Soon, they became pleas for forgiveness. 
	…
“I swear, I won’t yell again!” Cold quickly crept in as screams persisted. Soon, the calls slowly grew softer into a whimper, thin and brittle. 
…
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know.” Numbness. Words became gibberish. His brain felt frozen. The space was indifferent… and hungry. 
	Accept it, Victor. Succumb to the ice. 
T h e r e   i s   n o t h i n g   m o r e   t o   s a y.
“Excuse me.”
Victor abruptly paused. Must be his imagination. And yet, it sounded just as clear as The Great Light. This one was softer, brushing past him like a balmy wind.
No. This was a trap, it must be. The darkness was mimicking kindness. 
“Who are you?” Victor mustered, cracked and tired. 
Suddenly, light. Faint, but there.
“My name is Cerveau.” The words carried sunlight, thawing the frigid winter around it.
“Are you… The Great Light?” Victor asked. 
The light glowed rapidly. There it was again—a sort of chuckle. 
“No, Victor. I am my own being,” Cerveau replied. It was reassuring, beckoning to him with an embrace that felt… maternal. Anxiety and tension withered away into whispers, replaced by a confident sort of tranquility. For the first time, he felt in control. “I see you had quite the encounter with The Great Light, however.”
That was… funny. A bubbling, not quite a laugh or smile. 
“Yes, it was a little chaotic,” Victor said, surprised at how casual he sounded.
“You probably have a lot of questions, Victor,” Cerveau continued. “I am your guide throughout the afterlife so please, ask me anything.”
Please. What a foreign word in this space. Yes, Cerveau was a mere spark of light amidst the darkness, but Victor trusted it. He wanted to launch into a frenzied query, but knew better. Just shut up and think, he told himself. 
Goddamnit, it definitely heard you say that. Maybe it thinks I’m stupid now. 
Victor! Just stop. You sound like an idiot.
“You’re an expressive one, Victor,” Cerveau mused, clearly entertained.
“Yes, well…” Victor started, trailing off from embarrassment.
“Let’s return to questions later. For now, I can offer some context. As you’re aware, you’re in the afterlife from your car accident…” Cerveau faltered, perhaps anticipating Victor’s reaction.
“Please, continue,” Victor flatly replied. This was nothing new. 
“Yes, of course,” Cerveau said, shocked by Victor’s nonchalance. “In your previous form, your kind have differing ideas of the afterlife. Many have elements of truth to them so it’s difficult to quantify which one is more ‘correct.’ Perhaps none, though it might be easier that way. Regardless, I will guide you through the profound euphorias this realm has to offer. Now, about your paralysis. We dull your nerves so you don’t have a sort of psychotic break. Similarly, we numb your emotions. Again, part of the process, nothing unpredictable.”
There was a brief silent stillness. “If you’d like, we can give you a physical form—a spirit with a human frame. In fact, if you’d like a truly immersive experience, we could even reintroduce sensations like breathing and blinking.”
The word was out before he could even weigh the options, let alone process anything.
“Yes,” he said quickly. 
Cerveau pulsed gently. “Excellent.”
***
“You can open your eyes, Victor.”
Sounded like Cerveau but everything was completely shadowed—no light to be seen. He trusted it, though. Hesitantly, he concentrated on his eyes—a confusing sensation. Sure enough, they opened slightly like ancient drapes. From the slits, Victor saw the original light from The Great Light experience. Calmer, more natural. He opened his eyes more.
And then he saw Cerveau.
A gasp left his lips. Finally, breath—it almost didn’t matter. Cerveau stood tall, bathed in such glorious purity that practically hummed with energy. Its face, chiselled from soft stone with divine precision, felt like the byproduct of a feverish artist desperate for perfection. “Good,” the creator surely muttered as it carved out Cerveau’s sharp, angled jawline. And the eyes. Colorful and colorless at the same time, shining in the milky darkness of space like a radiant star. Such Herculanean features had a purely godlike, yet unmistakably human, appearance. 
Cerveau was quite attractive. 
Oh no, Cerveau definitely heard that thought. Now, he really wanted to slap himself.
Wait.
Out of the corner of his eye, Victor waited with bated breath as he lifted his arm. A wide smile ran over his face. There was a hand, crystal clear. He had joyful appreciation for the labyrinth of veins coursing through his skin. 
Finally, he had found his sword, raising it triumphantly above his face. Like a bullet, the hand came flying down at a monstrous rate of speed. He shut his eyes tight, bracing for the impact.
… No?
Instead, Victor opened his right eye and saw his hand next to his face, as if it had… gone right through it. No contact, no pain—just a ghostly overlap, glitching through his body. 
Of course. He was a spirit. 
“So, what do you think?” Cerveau asked, smiling wide with teeth almost as white as it. “Also, try to actually speak a response instead of thinking of one.”
He opened his mouth slowly, focusing intently on his throat. It felt tight but vibrated quietly as he awakened the vocal cords. “Oh. It’s quite nice. Might need a little getting… re-used to,” Victor replied hoarsely, adding an uncomfortable chuckle.
Cerveau gave two short nods, cleared his throat, and erased his smile in favor of a more solemn look. “There will be ample opportunity to ease into your new home. Something you might find intriguing is your lack of illness and pain sensations. They are, in a sense, completely subdued. It’s a necessary mechanism.”
“A necessary mechanism for what?” Victor asked, realizing his head pain had completely disappeared.
Cerveau glanced upwards, perhaps contemplating. “I haven’t yet explained what exactly you do here.”
“Yes, I was wondering that. As much as I love talking to light…” Victor started, trailing off. He truly enjoyed talking to Cerveau, but craved something more. 
Cerveau’s smile vaguely returned. “No worries. There are other activities to engage in that might be more inviting.”
Victor leaned forward, emboldened by curiosity. “Like what?”
“Well, Victor. It’s a little difficult to explain it verbally. It might just be easier to show you.”
“What do you mean, ‘show me?’” Victor asked, fearing the worst.
Cerveau tilted his head back a bit slightly and let out a quick laugh. “A wise question. Just enjoy the ride, and I mean ride in a very literal sense.”
Victor felt a knot return to his stomach and shook his head. “I don’t know if I feel safe with this–”
They had disappeared.













Chapter III
Talk about a splitting headache. 
The afterlife’s pain mechanism was evidently faulty as the searing throb blinded him. He cradled his skull, praying it would soothe. Instead, it buzzed like a sudden drug rush. Such juxtaposition between pain and pleasure felt… fascinating.
The world around him was dim. Cerveau stood a little distance away, arms crossed in an authoritative manner as if preparing to teach. Even Cerveau didn’t look as bright—a shining beacon reduced to a sort of lightbulb.
“Welcome to our first destination. You mentioned needing some time to get used to your physicality again, so we’re going to do just that through a game of Hide and Seek. Does that sound familiar?”
Victor thought for a moment. Suddenly, an old schoolhouse, students running around like uncontrolled wind-up dolls. “Yes, I’ve heard of that. It’s kind of childish, though.”
Cerveau shook his head. “Victor, this is the afterlife. Lighten up.” And then, it winked. Victor’s cheeks became very warm, sending an odd shiver down his spine. 
Victor let out a long, dramatic sigh. “Let’s play,” he muttered, bashfully avoiding eye contact.
“Excellent!” Cerveau exclaimed. “I’ll hide, you seek.” 
Before Victor could ask for more clarification, Cerveau had disappeared, leaving behind a frigid, almost-silent aura. 
Something chirped in the background, persistently but quietly. Magical incantations, Gregorian chant, an animal… Hard to tell. On a whim, Victor took a large sniff in. Cool air filled his body, washing away the fear. It smelled like old wood and expensive floral perfume—refreshing, almost familiar.
“Victor,” came a sing-songy voice, snapping him back to reality. He unenthusiastically scanned his surroundings with a slight squint. After some quick glances, Victor saw a glimmer of light on his right-hand side. 
“Found you,” he said, fully bored.
“Sorry, Victor. You haven’t found me unless you’ve tapped me,” Cerveau said.
Victor's eyes widened, a slow smile spreading across his face as he processed the new rule. He actually had to touch Cerveau to win—it almost felt sinful. And yet, he wanted nothing more than to trap Cerveau in a lustful, sweaty embrace. His heartbeat began to accelerate at the mere thought of something so raw and primal. The hunt was on—Victor simply needed to take the first step.
He tilted his head down slowly. Darkness. Presumably, he was afloat, or at least suspended in some form. With a slowly raised left foot, Victor took a shaky first step, wincing in anticipation. Nothing changed, except Cerveau was closer and laughing. No wonder. Victor probably looked like a stupid, wobbly mess.
“Hey, cut it out!” Victor shouted, humiliated. Step by step, he approached Cerveau. The sensation was so airy, like walking on a cloud. That is, what Victor figured such a sensation resembled.
Cerveau, a mere inkling of its previous form, lay motionless. Victor couldn’t tell if it had any facial features in this configuration. Perhaps its eyes were shut in anticipation for the climactic moment. If so, it must have had higher expectations for this game than Victor.
“Found you,” Victor flatly said once more. He finally rested his hand on Cerveau. No pomp, no circumstance.
Suddenly, he was thrown backward with tumultuous force. Pools of swirling, psychedelic blue-and-orange vomit covered every bit of the realm. It smelled sickly sweet, as if the perfume from before had spoiled. Out of nowhere, shrill shrieks assaulted Victor’s ears. They infiltrated his very skull, echoing forcefully as if he were a tattered punching bag. Louder and louder, uglier and uglier, the colors and screams heightened. Victor clamped his eyes shut and slammed his hands on his ears. 
“Stop!” Desperate shouts rang out into the burning abyss. It didn’t matter. The entities pushed further, hoping to overstimulate and drown out his cries. Soon, Victor couldn’t hear himself. He couldn’t think. Everything kept rising, rising, edging toward a climactic fanfare. Molten scarlets and scorched purples crept deeper, hoping to feast on his brain. Acidic saliva, jeering taunts—just fucking accept your transformation, Victor, you pathetic little–
Suddenly, nothing.
He almost didn’t want to open his eyes or ears. Just go slowly. His hands, shaking uncontrollably, fell hesitantly from his ears. There was the chirping again, complemented by a low hum. It was so familiar—he knew it was. Something animalistic.
Insects?
His interest was cautiously piqued. With a final urgent push, Victor grimaced and forced himself to look.
My God.
	A great hall of books—no, a sea of novels— stretched endlessly in every direction. Rows of shelves soared upwards toward the heavens, proudly displaying rich mahogany wood—they breathed restlessly, exuding a sense of centuries-old dust. A large sniff. Something awakened within Victor, causing memories to flood out on exhale. Leather bindings, faded ink, crisp sheets of sun-baked parchment—it felt old, and yet, reinvigorating. Each book shined bright like a colorful mosaic square. Together, they rivaled ancient cathedral windows. Pages quietly whispered for Victor to walk forward. This was no ordinary ceremony—this was a coronation. 
	A few hesitant steps. Rough carpet felt like coarse sand underneath his feet—almost ticklish. Heavy light bulbs above laid a golden path from an extravagant chandelier littered with diamonds. The gems glistened, conveying a visual alternative to choirs of chanting angels. It was his crown. Orange stains and shining streaks conveyed varying degrees of fossilization, complemented by curved gold leaves on the spines. Letters and words sprawled themselves across the covers, some in mysterious languages similar to the chattering of crickets and cicadas outside. 
	There was a childlike element to everything, too. Paper and colored pencils were littered across tables—some unruly pencils had made their way onto the floor. A few chairs were massive like a throne, while others were simple and wooden. The contrast was on full display in part from banners strewn across the walls, saying phrases like “Take a seat and let your imagination soar” and “See the checkout counter for information on our Summer Reading Contest.” Some of the banners were hand-drawn and full of different styles, presumably from children. 
Victor ran a slow hand along the edge of a shelf, feeling the divots and droops. Hand-carved artistry, surely the result from hours upon hours of excruciating labor. Ancient indentations told stories of heroic fights, blooming flowers, and Greek epics. On one bookcase, a scene of mighty Telemachus listening to his wise mother, Penelope. How terrified she must’ve been. Stripped of her loving husband Odysseus for ages, forced to entertain slutty suitors who surely would’ve abused her if they had the chance. Cliché, but the power of family kept the structure together.
Family…
 


Chapter IV
“Victor! We’re leaving!”
	Jesus, his mother’s screech was horrific. They never left for church on time anyway. Victor rummaged through his cluttered closet and threw on the first blazer he found. Definitely had the “born in a manger” appearance—unraveled blue threads, a missing top button. All that was missing was the smell of wild animals. 
Wait, he forgot to put on deodorant. Too late now.
He slid across the bedroom floor to the top of the steps, debating whether to tiptoe or stomp downstairs. A familiar cacophony sounded from the hall—the rummaging of a purse. Keys, coins, expired coupons… they all blended into a chaotic maternal soup. But they weren’t the desired treasure.
	“There you are,” his mother muttered, triumphantly holding up a vial like an Olympic torch. Bright red lipstick. The sheer amount of product applied before church was bizarre to Victor. After all, it wasn’t like a face full of makeup was a requirement for God’s grace. Then again, what did he know? He had just celebrated his 13th birthday. Family members joyously remarked about his teenage milestone, though his grumpy grandfather barked drunkenly that “he had no real knowledge yet.” You’re one to talk, Gramps. Always needing someone to fix the remote so you can fall asleep watching boring golf matches. Boy, was it fun to screw with him, though. Sometimes, the family would gather around his sleeping body and erupt in raucous fits of applause. He’d be startled awake and start clapping himself, eventually realizing amidst the dramatic laughter what a fool he’d been. Such an easy target. Inevitably, he’d start screaming about how he paid for the privilege to nap whenever he wanted. 
	“Victor! Hurry up!” She was at it again, followed by a slight pop of lips to complete the makeup. Tiptoe it was. He slowly inched his way down the creaky staircase. Some said stepping on the edges worked, but his stairs were cursed no matter how strategic you were. At the bottom of the stairs, Victor stared straight ahead to a boring black-and-white clock on the living room wall. 7:43. They were going to be late. Let’s not be vain, Samantha, Victor thought with a small smirk. There was power in using her first name—made her seem human. Plus, it sounded a hell of a lot better than Mom. Gross. He was a teenager now, after all. And wasn’t she like… 50? 	
Then, a cataclysmic rumbling like an angry herd of elephants. “Move out of the way, jerk!” came a booming voice. Oh great, it was worse than being trampled. Before he could react, a strong set of hands pushed him forward. 
“Stop, Caden!” Victor shouted, obscured by an unintentional voice crack. 
“Pipe down, both of you!” their mother exclaimed, rolling her eyes and refocusing her attention on her mascara. “This is no way to prepare for Jesus.” 
Caden and Victor exchanged glances. If there was anything that brought them together like old friends, it was their mother’s hypocrisy—always short-lived but always pleasant. On cue, Caden shoved Victor backward onto the steps and ran away, playing air-drums and improvising an offkey rock song. Caden was 16, muscular enough, blond hair, blue eyes, yadda yadda. Truly dumb as a rock but decent at hockey—shockingly enough for girls to twirl their hair around him. Honestly, the girls were just as stupid.
“Where’s your father and sister?” their mother asked, giving her hair a final fluff for good measure. 
“Hell if I know,” Caden said from the kitchen, shifting around glass bottles of ketchup and milk for something to eat. 
“Caden! Language! Also, you’re supposed to fast before church,” she forcefully replied. 
“Whatever, Samantha,” he replied, pushing his luck a little too far. She swiftly turned her head to stare in the kitchen’s direction. There was a piercing, icy glare—Victor swore he felt the secondhand stabbing. And yet, she stayed silent, even grinning a little.
Well, until she screamed, “Tyler! Lucy!”
“We’re coming,” shouted a deep voice from upstairs. “Lucy had a little… bathroom accident.”
“I’m sorry, Mommy.” A much softer, more innocent voice—always apologizing for something. 
Two sets of feet marched down the stairs, somehow avoiding most of the squeaks. Maybe Victor was actually the cursed thing. His father, Tyler, sported a fully black suit with a navy blue tie that was just a little too long. Victor wondered if anyone would notice his own tattered blazer. Lucy, sweet Lucy, was wearing a white polka dot dress. Symbolists would do a champagne toast with the purity imagery there. 
“Don’t forget your shoes,” his father remarked to Victor. Always the monotone orator—shocking given his resounding success in medical sales, the “ever-evolving” field according to Tyler the Salesman. Their house was enough proof of his monetary accomplishments. A music room with a two severely out of tune grand pianos, a tub touched by Midas himself, even a wine cellar with some bottles older than his grandparents. Plus, an individual bathroom for everyone. Sometimes, Victor would just sit on one of the toilets for hours, giving himself space to wander the realms of his own imagination—a sort of safe space. 
And then Caden would furiously knock on the door. 
“Hurry up, I’ve gotta pee!” Then, he’d leave, snickering all the way. What a jerk. Go to your own bathroom.
Finally, the family was ready for church at… 7:51. A whopping nine minutes until the service started. That gave his parents… five minutes to scream at everyone. Victor threw on some bland brown shoes, forced to leave one untied due to the rush. His mother, Caden, and Lucy ran out to the car, arguing about something irrelevant. Victor looked up to his father, finally adjusting his tie slightly. 
The moment of truth. His father eyed Victor up and down.
“Looking sharp, Vic. Lock up after me, would you?” 
He turned around to leave the house, leaving Victor smiling wide. What a clown, Victor thought. The sun exuded warmth, the birds sang harmonious tunes… Maybe everything was going to be okay. With his radiant smile still shining, he took a triumphant step outside.
And then tripped on his shoelaces. 
Luckily, his family didn’t seem to see. His mother was fastening Lucy in her car seat, Caden was scrolling mindlessly on his phone, and his father just… sat in the passenger seat. No radio, no conversation, no smile—just staring out the windshield at the boring pavement.
Victor desperately wanted to hug his father, but he didn’t know how. 
Eventually, Victor made it out the door, slamming the door behind him and scaring away the hordes of bluebirds and woodpeckers.
***
	It baffled Victor how people could endure such long services multiple times a week. Luckily, there was a reward for good behavior: brunch. The church basement was celebrating a saint today—he didn’t care which one. Victor knew only one truth: it was smelling like crispy bacon, piping hot coffee, and tables of homemade fruit pies. Just bless everyone and get us out of here, Victor impatiently thought. His stomach was feeling the full effects of fasting and craved fresh scrambled eggs. The sign of the cross, a joyous hymn from Psalms or some other biblical book, and soon an empty altar. 
“Hurry, Mom. They might run out of food,” Victor urgently whispered, tugging on her thick blouse. 
“Shhh,” she said, hushed but firm without even opening her eyes.“We’re still in church.” Why was she still praying? They had just done an entire service full of prayer—surely Jesus was content with that.
“Then let’s leave,” Victor replied, matter-of-factly. The priest and acolytes had left, all ceremonial actions were completed—it was time for them to depart, too.
“Yeah, Victor. Shut up. God is listening,” Caden said with a sarcastic sneer, pointing up to the heavens. He was staring Victor straight in the eyes, curling his lip like a predator ready to strike. Victor turned back to his mother, hoping she’d admonish Caden—nothing but her silent, blind praying. How desperately he wanted to push Caden away, but maybe God was watching.
After 40 days and 40 nights, the family left the church. Elderly folk plodded along, causing bottlenecks and headaches for the hungry children. Victor pushed his way through, muttering the occasional “excuse me,” if their hearing aids even picked anything up. The old-people smell was particularly varied—mold, cigarette smoke, and yellowed socks that unfortunately survived The Great Depression. Elevators were created for this very reason.
***
Victor had never tried coffee before. It smelled rich and flavorful, but his friends always spit it out. “Tastes like dirt,” they’d all say, laughing and pouring it haphazardly onto grass. It probably did but Victor was still curious—peer pressure forced him into doing it in secret. The cup was warm and filling in his hand, a pleasant contrast to the slushy snow outside. 
“How’s the mud, Victor?” Oh great, Caden and his posse. Perhaps a singular brain cell amongst them all. Brian, an oddly muscular 15 year old, shaved his head recently because ‘girls dig bald heads.’ Victor desperately wanted to say he resembled an egg… but teeth would definitely be lost in the process. Jack was some scrawny little nerd, around 15 as well—very out of place in the group. And yet, looks were deceiving. The “superpower” of Jack was knowing about the relevant parties with the shitty booze and god-awful DJs who played Nirvana too often. If he didn’t have those rosters, the group would’ve bullied and ostracized him long ago. 
The Three Idiots.
“I haven’t tried the coffee yet, Caden,” Victor replied, emphasizing searing hatred on his brother’s name. 
“Go on, drink it up,” Caden said, turning to his group and laughing with them. They were so stupid that they thought describing how to consume coffee was funny. 
Victor scowled. “It’s too hot.” Could he not see the numerous plumes of steam?
Caden and his friends covered their mouths in feigned surprise. “Coffee? Hot? Who would’ve thought—right, boys?”
“Yeah, so stupid,” Brian remarked.
“I mean, there is steam coming out…” Jack started, trailing off once he realized the error.
Caden turned to glare. “Jack, what did I say about talking? Only do it if I say so. Got it?”
Silence.
“Good. Now, go get me a doughnut,” Caden continued, adjusting himself to stare at Victor again. Jack pushed his glasses up with two fingers and sheepishly walked away. 
“Drink it. Now,” Caden ordered. His smile was satanic, alarming given the religious setting. Victor desperately turned to look at his mother. She was once more distracted, talking to the Plaisirs—rather, shouting at. Were old, deaf folk really more important than his distress? Caden towered over him now like a menacing dictator. His face was practically dripping with cruel anticipation, salivating at the thought of forcing poison on a prisoner. 
	“I said, drink it!” Caden shouted, pushing Victor backward. Some of the coffee splashed onto Victor’s white shirt, partially burning his chest. He winced in pain as the brown mark spread, drowning innocent buttons. Meanwhile, Caden and Brian laughed evilly, perfectly content with their bullying—proud, even. 
	“Here’s your doughnut, Caden,” Jack said. He had returned and clearly began to feel the tension surrounding the boys. “Hey, maybe we should all get some breakfast, guys…”
	Caden snapped. “Jack, shut up. I’m on a mission.”
	Mission?
	Determination filled Victor’s veins, clouding better judgement. If Caden wanted him to drink it, surely he’d like a sip himself.
	He knew he’d be grounded if he retaliated—Caden was always the favorite son. Tyler the ever-loving father would hurl insults at Victor, wondering aloud how he could’ve done something so awful. Samantha, the embodiment of the Lord Himself, would drag him away through excruciating pinching. And you know what?
	It would all be worth it.
	“Fuck you, Caden!” Victor growled, seething with anger.
	Without warning, the coffee was flung toward Caden, instantly scalding him. It splattered over his new blue three-piece suit, adding revolting shades of brown. He screamed painfully and dropped to his knees, clutching various sections of his now-dripping body. Brian and Jack looked on in horror, taking a hesitant step back to avoid any residual coffee. Their fearless leader had become a bumbling mess, screaming in pain like a whiny baby. 
“You jerk!” Caden shouted, furiously wiping his eyes with an arm—not ideal since his sleeve was burning hot. Were all the drops coffee… or was Caden crying, too? Yes, he was actually crying. That was a rewarding sight. 
By now, some people had dropped their forks and rushed over to the source of commotion. They crowded around Caden, leaving Victor alone with his empty cup. 
“Are you okay?” 
“Someone get a paper towel!” 
“Who did this to you?” 
“Let me through, I’m a nurse.”
It was cacophonous—no one knew where to look or what to do.  
Until Caden raised a shaky finger and pointed it directly at Victor.
“He threw coffee at me!”
Dozens of eyes turned to focus on Victor. Some were still in shock, others fully understood the gravity of the situation. Their gazes burned, more than even the coffee. Victor started to sweat, forgetting how public his actions had been. Goosebumps rushed up his spine, a lump in his throat formed—he didn’t dare move, even breathe. By now, some priests had even rushed over to help. Men of God. Staring at Caden’s crumpled body… and Victor’s bright-red, guilty face.
Then he saw his parents. Blankly glaring into Victor’s soul.
***
Eventually, the crowd sifted apart. Some brought Caden to a nearby bathroom to douse him in cold water—others were just hungry and returned to their meals. Samantha and Tyler walked slowly over to Victor, joining a select few stragglers wanting to witness familial drama unfold. His father glared at the congregants, angrily whispering about the need for privacy. Some grumbling, the scuffling of feet away. After they had returned to their tables to watch from afar, Victor was pulled to a corner covered in cobwebs and dirt.
“What were you thinking?” his father started in an elevated, harsh undertone. The prolonged eye contact embarrassed Victor—he didn’t want to look at his father. “Seriously, what is wrong with you, Victor? Are you stupid? Your brother could have serious burns now because of what you did.”
Almost on cue, an elderly woman brought Caden over—she had self-identified as the nurse from before. He was stripped down to his undershirt. A generous onlooker had an extra pair of cargo shorts for Caden to change into—several sizes too large but there was no alternative.
“He’s cleaned up, but you should take him to a doctor to confirm no lasting damage.”
His father swiftly turned to glare at Victor once more, grumbled a ‘thanks’ under his breath to the nurse, and hastily walked away with Caden toward the exit staircase. The two brothers did not exchange any glances—perhaps out of humiliation, maybe out of pain. Luckily, one of the parental hurdles had been avoided.
The lesser one. 
Victor’s eyes shut tightly, preparing for the sheer pain his mother would soon inflict upon him. 
He waited. Nothing came.
Slowly, his right eye opened. She was sitting, staring at him… calmly, almost with a tinge of sadness. 
“What happened earlier?” she asked.
Victor’s throat choked on the words—she genuinely cared. He broke down crying in her arms, describing the whole ordeal through sputtering sobs and gasping breaths. The goal was never to injure Caden—he just wanted the aggression to stop.
“Shhh… it’s okay,” his mother said softly, brushing Victor’s hair with a gentle hand. “I’m sorry he did that to you. I’ll talk to him later.”
Victor clutched his mother’s blouse and buried his face deeper into her embrace. Despite the trailing whimpers, he felt comfortable and safe now. He knew Caden would continue the manipulative spells, but at least Mom loved him. 
The least she could have is a son that realized that.
“I’m sorry, Mom.” Muffled, but it was there.

Chapter V
“Victor…”
Cerveau’s hand rested gently on Victor’s shoulder. Everything felt safe, at least temporarily. He wondered if he should acknowledge it.
Slowly, Victor raised his own hand and placed it on top of Cerveau’s. Together, they buzzed, radiating chaotic energy that, somehow, made perfect sense. Cerveau was smiling when Victor turned his head—he couldn’t help but smile, too. Words couldn’t fully express the moment. It was just… there.
“I see you had a sort of flashback,” Cerveau eventually said, breaking the silence. Their hands were still touching.
“Yes,” Victor muttered, trailing off into a whisper. It boggled Victor’s mind that Cerveau could glimpse into that aspect of his mind—far more powerful than he’d realized.
“It’s… rare that it happens to that extent. Normally, the transition erases the larger memories—helps to better ease you into the afterlife. You’re left with instinct and knowledge, though, as you might have already experienced. Perhaps there’s some residual…” Cerveau started, similarly trailing off. 
Victor leaned in closer. “Residual what?”
Cerveau shook his head. “Nothing important. Just residual memories. Everything should be just fine,” it continued, breaking out in another slight grin. “If you have any more flashbacks and they’re overwhelming, let me know and I’ll ease the stress.”
	Then its hand rubbed Victor’s back. 
	Fuck.
The insect buzzing felt miles away now. The mere touch felt more arousing than anything before it. Surely more than friendship or how a guide would act. It was invigorating, like a massage with smooth shards of glass. Pleasurable, a bit painful. Delicately beautiful. 
Victor fluttered his eyes, reacting to the euphoric shiver rattling through his body. 
“Thank you.” Some feeble words to break the tension. Cerveau laughed, clearly aware of what it was doing.
“I want you to try something, Victor.”
“Yes?”
“Go back over to the bookcases and pick up one of the books,” gesturing widely in front of them.
“As in… any book?”
“Yes, any book. Feel free to explore them first.”
Bizarre, but he nodded with feigned understanding. The third bookcase called to him with a faint whisper, almost Siren-like. The coaxing was enticing and hopeful, as if Victor would uncover some great secret from its shelves. With some hesitation, but more mysterious intrigue, he stepped forward and slowly ambled down the row. None of the books appeared familiar, but they were in perfect condition. Odd for a library presumably touched by countless hands.
Ah, Shakespeare. The novel was smaller than the rest and hidden away.
“Find something you like?” Cerveau asked, a distance away at this point.
“I think so,” Victor replied, eyeing the novel. “It’s by Shakespeare—The Salt and Pepper of It All.”
“Fantastic choice. Does the title seem familiar at all?”
Victor stared at the cover. The spine was completely blank, showing only the title in bland, black lettering. Shakespeare’s own name was tiny and insignificant, almost like a scribbled afterthought. He couldn’t remember Shakespeare’s works but he knew they were significant—even the name Shakespeare commanded authority, attention, magnitude.
“No, it’s not familiar.”
Cerveau laughed. “I must admit, Victor. There’s a reason it’s not familiar.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because it was never published.”
Victor stared down at the book, then up to Cerveau’s direction. “Then what am I staring at? It’s pretty visible to me.”
By now, Cerveau began stepping forward toward Victor. “It’s a manuscript, yes, but it never made its way to the public. Shakespeare himself described that novel as ‘too mundane, without depth.’ Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, certainly. It is a magnificent work—an absolute masterclass on balancing tragedies and comedies. Bartoremo, the protagonist, falls in love with Princess Eustachia. Bartoremo is a peasant and can only gaze upon Eustachia’s radiant beauty from afar, and what’s a love story without a little fun? As such, he auditions to be the court jester. He gets the job quite handedly, mostly because his face has a massive scar from a battle with a beast—the court found this physical deformity quite humorous. What beast, you ask? Classic Shakespeare merely describes its features without ever revealing its genus or species.” Cerveau paused, grinning widely. “Perhaps we are the beast in the story.”
Victor merely stared in silence, waiting for Cerveau to continue.
“Anyway, to summarize, Bartoremo expresses his love for Eustachia. What a trial it had been to get to that point. Unsent love letters, dramatic monologues, consultations with soothsayers. Eventually, he musters up the courage to approach Eustachia when she wakes up during the night in search of water. ‘Oh Eustachia, how bright you glow amidst the midnight purple,’ and so on. Quite a bold thing to say after a disturbed slumber. He completes his ramble—by now flustered and nervous—and looks longingly at Eustachia. She… smiles. Yes, smiles. By now, Bartoremo is practically exploding with euphoria and hope. This moment—honestly, such a simple one—made the war waged with the beast worth it. Finally, life has meaning for Bartoremo. You know what happens next?”
Victor was fully immersed in the story and its conclusion. “They must get married. Their innocent love brings them together. Families rejoice, flowers bloom, a beautiful continuation of life.” He paused and smiled. “The scar meant nothing to her because he was true to himself.”
Cerveau shook its head. “No. Eustachia tells him he is relieved of his duties, the guards carry him out, and he is executed in the dead of night. No warning, no publicity—just business.”
“W-what?” Victor could hardly breathe, let alone speak. That entire emotional rollercoaster, ending without a shred of meaning. All of that contained under a lifeless cover. 
“You see, Eustachia found Bartoremo quite ugly. He was nothing more than a laughingstock, a distraction from the mundane aspects of royalty. When he crossed a professional line, she had him killed. After all, you can always find another jester.”
“Another jester…” Victor murmured, attempting to navigate the gravity of that line. “How is it here, then? You said it was unpublished, yet it’s in a library.”
“Ah, yes. Welcome to The Almost Library. It’s a sort of purgatory, a transition space between your human life and the treasures of the afterlife. Contained in these shelves are thousands– no, millions of unpublished novels from incredible authors. To them, these stacks of paper were unworthy of consumption. Some felt they dragged on too long, others failed to hash out more plot and threw the idea away. Their trash is our treasure.”
Cerveau moved closer, standing mere inches from Victor. “Do you want even more?”
Victor continued to stare—attempting to decipher the twinkle in Cerveau’s eye—then slowly nodded.
“Very well,” Cerveau said, nodding along. “Touch the novel again, but this time, concentrate on the sensation. Taste the ink. Hear the wrinkles. Feel the quill itself.”
“What?” Victor asked incredulously.
“Don’t hesitate, Victor. Just do it,” Cerveau urged.
“Okay, okay,” Victor replied, gesturing for Cerveau to calm down. He cautiously placed his hand on top of the cover, exchanging several glances upward. The spine was cold and untouched—maybe it needed light. Victor closed his eyes and focused, paying attention to any changes. It all felt the same.
Soon, he gave up and began opening his eyes. “Cerveau, I’m not sure what you wanted me to-”
The words caught in his throat. Any semblance of a library was gone. Instead, he stared down a long stone hall littered with swords and tapestries. A chilly breeze came in between wooden slats on the walls, forcing Victor forward for warmth. Shivering, he walked along a soft red carpet, attempting to find Cerveau. “Hello?” he called out, listening as it echoed across the space. No response, but there was some faint light. Without a choice, Victor continued ahead, muttering something about psychological whiplash while his teeth chattered. Someone else was muttering, too, complemented by quiet jingling. Its mumblings were rushed, almost nervous. 
Victor couldn’t resist exploring. As he got closer, he realized it was a man covered in blue and white bells, singing as he paced back and forth. Some of the words were becoming clearer. His face became more distinguishable and displayed a hideously grotesque mark across it—black and diseased. That was familiar.
Oh no. 
“Wait!” Victor screamed, running towards him. The man ignored him, tiptoeing toward a shadow. 
The shadow grew larger, eventually displaying a woman in a long nightgown. On top of her head was a small tiara with a central diamond glinting in the candlelight. She was surprised to see the man, who by now rocked back and forth on his feet. In his hands was a wrinkled sheet of paper.
“Stop!” Victor cried out again.
But it was too late.
“Oh Eustachia, how bright you glow amidst the midnight purple,” the man began.
Victor screeched to a halt. He didn’t blink, didn’t swallow. 
Terrified, he tried to scream for Cerveau, but nothing came out. Fear gripped his throat, paralyzing him like before. Ahead, Eustachia smiled at the man, clearly Bartoremo. The kiss of death. Victor gasped, twitching as alarms shrieked inside him. Every nerve was aflame, commanding him to run away. He couldn’t. He merely stood in shock as Eustachia gently ushered Bartoremo forward. 
“Help,” Victor finally uttered, staring numbly at the shadows ahead. They moved chaotically, eventually giving way to more mysterious figures. After a brief metallic struggle, they all moved away—with it, the light from a dying candle. Pained screams beat the stone walls harshly, interspersed with a desperate “Eustachia!” No response—only the clatter of metal and gruff commands. 
A single tear slowly fell from Victor’s closed eyes, resting above his still-agape mouth. 
Outside, muffled shouts. A single gunshot, like a slap across the face.
He was a witness to murder.
Powerless.
***
“So? What did you think?” Cerveau asked, running a hand along a bookshelf.
Victor stood, dumbfounded. He didn’t even know how to quantify the experience. Certainly destructive and traumatic, but also gripping and… real. It felt so real. All he could focus on were Bartoremo’s pleas for mercy. The ultimate cost of merely loving someone.
“I… don’t know,” Victor eventually responded, staring ahead blankly. 
“It can be a lot at first so pace yourself,” Cerveau said, picking up another book and blowing dust off it. “Actually, you chose a pretty decent story. This one would’ve been much worse.”
Victor turned to examine the novel. Each Second, Eternity. 
“It’s a story about a carnivorous, three-headed monster that tortures the most impure of souls in a layer of Hell beneath even Satan himself. You can’t die because you’re already dead. It feasts upon your limbs like candy. Everything regenerates. Eternity after eternity, unspeakable pain,” Cerveau continued.
“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Victor asked incredulously.
Cerveau shrugged. “Just putting everything in perspective.”
Such nonchalance was appalling. He had just observed a court jester be forcibly removed from a castle to be brutally slaughtered in the shroud of night. That needed healing, not humor. 
“I should explain,” Cerveau continued. “What you just experienced was a sort of sensory metamorphosis. You became a part of the book temporarily, allowing you to be surrounded by something tangible. It felt real for a reason. Trust me, Bartoremo is nothing more than ink on a page. Similarly, in those experiences, you’re merely an onlooker. While you can sense various aspects in the encounter, you cannot manipulate them. Explore as much as you can.”
Victor nodded slowly, more at ease. “Next time, don’t abandon me like that.”
Cerveau pursed its lips together and scratched its neck. “Very well. It won’t happen again.” It turned its back, gesturing dramatically to the library like a seasoned orator. “Anyway, do you want to try another place? I think you’d really like this next one. Don’t worry, it’s comfortable. Nothing at all like the novel.” There was an attractive bravado about it, something deep and powerful. Something culty. 
“Fine,” Victor responded, shrugging his shoulders. He was still trying to process everything and didn’t have a moment to breathe. “Give me a hint first.”
Cerveau snapped his head back to stare, startling Victor. “What’s with the glare, Cerveau?”
A sly grin. “I thought you were getting bored of the games, Victor.” 
Victor rolled his eyes. “Just trying to keep things interesting.”
“Very well, Victor. Here’s your hint. This next place has a lot of noise.”
What a lousy clue. 
Hm. Loud. Children were loud, as his flashback attested to. Then again, adults could be boisterous, especially after a drug. Maybe Cerveau meant loud in an environmental sense. Avalanches were loud… but they were also dangerous. Surely they wouldn’t go somewhere unsafe. Victor instinctually scratched his head, hoping it would stimulate a more reasonable answer.
Cerveau laughed.
“Is something funny?” Victor asked, confused.
“You’re just fun to watch, especially when you think,” Cerveau replied, throwing his shoulders up and laughing softly again.
And with that, the contemplation was ruined.
“A school?” Victor guessed, partially aggravated. 
“Nice try, but no.” Nice try? Right. “It’s honestly good you didn’t guess it. The surprise of it all will be very worth it.”
Victor shrugged his shoulders and turned to face a shelf. “Then let’s go.”
Cerveau paused, taking a step toward Victor. “Is everything okay?”
That question made no sense. Cerveau had the supernatural ability to see into his mind, his very being—it knew the answer already. Just violate my thoughts like you already do, Victor wanted to mutter through gritted teeth. But, he was smarter than that. The last thing he wanted was to be alone, ambling aimlessly for all eternity.
“Yes, everything’s good,” Victor said, forcing a slight smile.
Cerveau closed his eyes happily. 
“Great! Shall we?”
He didn’t have a chance to respond.

Chapter VI
At least there wasn’t a headache this time.
	Like the library initially, this space was covered in a shroud of darkness. Several orange orbs, almost like dying embers, provided semblances of light and shape. Victor squinted to observe more clearly, but it hardly worked. They almost resembled… letters.
	“You’re nearly correct,” Cerveau said somewhere from the side.
Victor turned, a question already on his lips. Before he could utter a single word, his breath caught in his throat. Cerveau sat on a regal velvet chair with gold armrests. It donned a neatly creased tuxedo—the black jacket contrasted crisply with a pristine white shirt. On its right arm, a gold watch that ticked steadily.  
“C-Cerveau,” Victor said, struck by the almost-grotesque pageantry. “What are you wearing?”
“Oh, this? Just something a little fancier,” Cerveau casually replied, straightening its black bow tie. “I could ask you the same thing.”
Victor’s right eyebrow raised in confusion. There was something dissonant around him. More ticking, clashing sharply with Cerveau’s watch. Suddenly, his eyes widened with realization. Slowly, he raised his left arm. On his wrist, a silver watch with Roman numerals, ticking methodically. His eyes darted around, engrossing himself in the unknown. He, too, was wearing a tuxedo. Ruby red cufflinks peeked out from his jacket’s sleeve, glinting dimly. 
“How did this happen?” Victor asked quietly, fidgeting with the watch dial. It clicked accordingly—it was real.
Cerveau moved his legs up, resting them on a large slab of stone covered in a grotesque mosaic. Saints with fractured halos, women laden with overripe grapes, withering flowers caught mid-bloom. “We needed the proper attire for this momentous occasion.”
Victor looked up, letting the watch tick undisturbed. “What’s the occasion?”
Cerveau clicked its tongue disapprovingly. “Come on, Victor. Be more curious! This space is practically begging for you to decipher it. What’s the fun if you don’t even bother?”
Victor’s patience began to fray. “Fun? You dropped me in a random place—all I’m asking for is a little hint.”
“Was the noise clue not enough? Very well, but you must understand something, Victor. The beauty of the afterlife lies in its mystery. Yes, I already know where we are, but I’m not the one benefitting from it all.” A pause. “I just want to ensure this becomes your home. Does that make sense?”
“I guess so,” Victor mumbled, massaging his forehead slowly. The overstimulation was making his head ache again.
“You don’t have to fully understand just yet. Right now, just look out and explore,” Cerveau responded, gesturing grandly in front of them.
Easier said than done. It was impossible to distinguish anything through the darkness. 
“Pay attention to even the slightest detail,” Cerveau continued, rhythmically tapping fingers on his knee.
	Wait. There was something. large and red off to the right, almost like a massive shroud adorned with goldish chains. Victor stood up and walked closer. Space was limited, evidenced by him hitting the stone with his legs almost immediately. It felt cold and unyielding, a clear command to keep his distance. Something rumbled under him, but not in a resonant manner. No, these sounds were thin and wispy, almost like a flock of insects.
	Victor peered over the edge cautiously. Nearly pitch black. Something sharp and percussive below quickly grabbed his attention. Gone almost as soon as it sounded. Alongside it, a chaotic rustling of sorts, like thousands of moths beating their wings.
	“What is down there making those noises?” Victor asked, glancing curiously in multiple directions.
	“I have faith in your abilities to figure it out,” Cerveau replied, drowned out partially by rustling. It almost sounded identical to the sounds below. Victor quickly shot his head around to look at Cerveau and examine the noise. It sat calmly, twiddling a pair of Windsor glasses while flipping through a program.
	“What are you reading? And… where did those glasses come from?”
	Cerveau continued to turn pages without any eye contact toward Victor. “Just seeing what’s on the menu.”
	“The menu? Is this a restaurant?”
	Cerveau shook its head, set the glasses down on the chair, and glanced at Victor. “Not that kind. Nothing quite edible on this menu.”
	“Let me take a look,” Victor said, slowly stepping forward with an arm outreached.
	“Now where’s the fun in that, Victor?”
	Victor glared, his whole brain crackling with sparks of fury. “Give it to me. Now,” he practically spat.
	Cerveau raised his eyebrows quickly, clearly surprised by the reaction. “Well, someone’s finding his voice. Here.”
	Victor snatched it, watching as Cerveau sat with a devilish grin. It had begun spinning the glasses around again, almost hypnotically. He felt the soft, slightly textured paper settle in his hands. The words were oddly foreign, a jumbled mess he blamed on the darkness. Except for one word.
	“Cerveau, what is this?” Victor asked sharply, pointing to the word.
	“Are you asking me to define it? Because if so, I don’t believe that’s necessary. You already know what it means,” Cerveau replied, still smiling.
	Victor continued to stare at the word.
	Beethoven.
	The name carried a trail of smoke, almost like a lit cigarette. Not overwhelming, just aggressive. It was familiar, significant. His fingers hesitantly brushed over the individual letters. From somewhere far away, fragile music, disappearing rapidly. Desperate for more, Victor pressed more firmly on the word. Melodies and complex harmonies bubbled, much more present than before. Out of the void, a blurry figure with gray hair. A quill dripping with ink.
A revolutionary.
Suddenly, a blinding light. Victor jerked his head around, coming face-to-face with clarity. The orange shapes were indeed letters that spelled out EXIT. They burned above black doors adorned with ornate designs of animals and flowers. Each door cascaded like a spiraling staircase, ushering down toward the center. Victor watched as the shroud—now evidently a curtain—opened. A sea of applause and cheers accompanied the grand reveal. Those sounds could only come from…
Humans.
Everywhere. Grandfathers propping themselves up with wooden canes. Children resting on their father’s shoulders, happy to be included. Tuxedos, dresses, programs, hands… Everything rustled and pulsed like restless ocean tides. Each row of seats angled, narrowing almost to a point toward the stage. 
On the stage, simple black chairs cast a profound background against the expensive instruments and the players. Each musician stood proudly, looking out at the bright expanse. Their confidence hummed, commanding Victor to clap. Energy surged all around him, fueling his shouts and cries of borderline euphoria. In that moment, he was finally experiencing something normal. Tears and sweat left a profoundly salty taste behind, yet how delicious it was. He felt alive. All the noise grew in intensity as the conductor walked out. She wore a black suit with a red handkerchief, a fitting backdrop against the curtain. Her joy was evident through her wide smile and friendly gestures toward the orchestra. He whooped and hollered, his own voice lost in the roaring sea of sound. He couldn't be sure if anyone heard him—if his spiritual form even made noise. It didn't matter. In the grip of adrenaline, he simply felt alive.
	Slowly, all noise died down. Musicians and audience members alike took a seat, adjusting jackets and bow hairs. A spotlight remained as the light ebbed into darkness, focusing itself on the conductor. Every eye fixated on her.
	Silence, accompanied only by a cough. For a second, the world was motionless, almost frozen. 
	“Hey, Victor,” Cerveau whispered, tugging on Victor’s pants.
	The hypnotic trance broke. He felt his arms droop heavily, exhausted from such exertion. 
	“Yes?” Victor whispered back, still staring at the conductor’s majesty.
	“Come with me.”
	Victor turned sharply. “They’re about to play. Why would we leave?”
	Cerveau shook its head. “Don’t worry, we’re not leaving. We’re going to join them.”
	A childlike innocence and excitement exploded inside him. “Are you serious?”
	Cerveau chuckled. “Of course. It’s not like they can see us. Come on.” It extended out a hand.
	Victor, trembling with excitement, placed his hand on Cerveau. It responded with a quick squeeze—warm, almost human. Almost out of instinct, Victor adjusted his hand placement to interlock fingers with Cerveau. Something clicked, as if their hands were meant to be together, despite the immense shame Victor felt.
“You’re starting to see,” Cerveau murmured. Victor slowly glanced up. Cerveau’s eyes remained on their hands, head tilted—not forward, but something quieter. The air tightened and pushed them closer. Victor’s throat constricted, attempting to conjure up a word, any word. His lips parted slightly, perhaps preparing to break free from the paralysis. Maybe words wouldn’t suffice. 
Victor, trembling, raised his other hand and slowly brushed Cerveau’s face. It was smoother than he had initially perceived it—almost like a cloud. His hand naturally cupped its cheek, softly brushing it with his thumb. Cerveau responded with a shudder. The eye contact remained unbroken. Behind Cerveau’s eyes, complete mystery. And yet, for a brief moment, Victor saw constellations, magic, vivid purples, spring flowers, and…
“We should continue on,” Cerveau interjected with a small smile, cleanly removing Victor’s hand from its face. Distance had been reestablished. He looked down—one hand freed, the other still joined with Cerveau. Warmth lingered in both. It stepped on top of the stone, ushering Victor—deep in a sensory trance—to follow. Together, they walked across the air above the silent crowd. He wondered if Cerveau could sense his giddy smile.
***
The proximity was jarring. Victor was standing wholly in front of the conductor. She remained motionless, her eyes completely shut. Everything had been silent and still for an uncomfortably long time.	
“Why aren’t they playing?” he asked, wincing slightly. He knew no one could see him, but it was nonetheless terrifying speaking in front of such a large audience. It almost felt sacrilegious to break the silence.
“Did you not check the back of the program?” Cerveau replied, pulling out the crumpled program from his pants pocket.
Amidst the profound creases, Victor saw a paragraph different from the rest.
We give very special recognition to conductor Amelia Cosavo. After tonight’s concert, Maestro Cosavo will take a permanent leave of absence from the position to focus on chemotherapy and health. Per her own special request, the concert will end with Mahler’s Adagietto from his 5th Symphony. Please join us in the orchestra lobby afterward for a brief reception.
	Cancer. Tears slowly dropped from Maestro’s eyes, plopping softly onto her sheet music and the metal podium. Not a soul was coughing anymore. For that moment, everyone was painfully aware of the significance behind this concert. It was a goodbye, a celebration, a…
	Funeral.
	Unprompted, the concertmaster rose, walked a few feet, and rested a hand on Maestro’s shoulder. Perhaps it was too much. She began twitching slightly as the crying became more pronounced. “Shh,” the violinist said softly, looking down toward the wooden stage. Some audience members applauded approvingly, albeit quietly. It felt wrong to describe it as awkward since it was inherently natural. No one knew quite how to react.
	“I want to help,” Victor told himself, summoning the courage to stand up. Even as a spirit, he felt nervous consoling the conductor. She was experiencing a moment that words couldn’t describe. Waving a baton, turning pages, shaping musical color and contour—it could only distract so much from her mortality. She needed peace. She deserved peace. With newfound conviction, Victor leaped up and walked defiantly to her. Maybe his spiritual side would lend healing abilities. Only one way to see.
	“Victor! No!” Cerveau screamed, by now on its feet rushing over. It grabbed Victor’s arm—suspended over her shoulder—and held tight.
	Victor swung his head around angrily. “What the hell is wrong with you? Let go!” He struggled and thrashed around but Cerveau had him ensnared.
	“Do not touch her, you hear me?”
	“Why? Hey, you’re hurting me!”
	Victor's jerky movements slowly died down. Pain. A stark realization. That didn’t make sense. The mechanism. It was supposed to prevent that.
	“Victor,” Cerveau started, finally easing its grip. “You recall what you felt when you touched the words on the program?”
	Victor snapped his arm back and massaged it aggressively. “Are you seriously trying to change the subject?”
	Something became aflame in Cerveau. Its naturally white complexion turned darker, deadlier. Gone were the starry eyes—now they blackened and burned, revealing a hellish void.
	“Answer my question, Victor.”
	It wasn’t screamed. It wasn’t sharp. No, it almost sounded like a disapproving whisper. 
	It hurt.
	“Why are you suddenly so aggressive?” Victor asked, lowering his voice. He still felt himself scowling, almost like a petulant child.
	“Because I’m trying to protect you. When you touched the program, you felt the words and the music they carried. If you had touched the Maestro…” Cerveau paused. “Let me tell you something, Victor. If you thought me grabbing your arm was painful, just imagine her cancer. You’d feel cells dying, organs failing, brain matter withering…” It paused again, beginning to tremble. “I only have so much power in those scenarios.”
	Victor's arms dropped limply to his side, his body frozen with a sudden, chilling dread. “Why… would you be so powerless? You’re an all-powerful spirit. Right?”
	Cerveau turned his gaze to the audience. By now, the concertmaster had taken his seat and the Maestro’s tears halted. 
	“I suggest you listen to Mahler,” it replied, wiping its brow with its handkerchief. Without any warning, it disappeared, sucking out a vast amount of light with it.
	Before Victor could respond, he caught the baton rising from the corner of his eye. A soft rustling as instruments took their positions, musicians shifted slightly, and a final tear slowly ran down the Maestro’s face.
	As the baton came down, it created meaning. It was no longer just a stick, a soulless piece of wood. Now, gracefully, it ushered in the first note.
	For the final time.

Chapter VII
“Much too flat. Such a shame.”
	It appeared from nowhere. Didn’t sound like Cerveau. This one was a little more resonant and disapproving. A sound like aggressive scribbling accompanied the statement. Victor began looking around, disgusted that the orchestral moment had been defiled.
	“Who said that?” Victor asked the air, concluding it was someone in the audience. 
	“Behind you,” came the voice.
	Amidst all the black chairs sat a singular blue one—it hadn’t been there before. On it, a man with rounded glasses, a wrinkled gray suit, and messy hair. He held a large stack of paper that he wrote on furiously with a stubby pencil. He sure looked like a human.
	“Who are you? And where’s Cerveau?” Victor asked, hesitant to step forward. Around him, bows moved in complete synchrony. Musicians breathed with each other, rising and falling with the Maestro—by now, she too was fully immersed in the music. Life had returned to her face. She was even smiling.
 	“Without me, there would be none of this,” the man replied, ushering expansively toward the orchestra.
	“You mean the orchestra?”
	The man shook his head and chuckled. “I do not want to reveal the surprise. This game is quite amusing.”
	“The afterlife sure loves games,” Victor muttered to himself. 
	“Apologies, I did not hear what you said.”
	“Just tell me who you are,” Victor ordered pointedly, his voice laced with impatience.
	“Let the music reveal me,” the man replied, returning his gaze back to the paper and muttering.
	“Unbelievable,” Victor whispered through gritted teeth while the music paid him no heed. Violins sang in the upper register alongside a mellow harp accompaniment. Each note had a subtly different color. One was light blue, another periwinkle, perhaps some cyan. The cello and bass gave depth, adding a sort of reddish-brown to the palette. 
	“Slightly sharp,” the man said.
	Victor’s eyes widened. He swiftly turned around and pointed a finger at the stranger.
	“You’re… Gustav Mahler,” he said, almost in disbelief.
	The man removed his glasses, folded them, and placed them on a nearby music stand. “Very astute observation,” he replied, twirling the pencil thoughtlessly.
	“I almost feel like I should bow and apologize,” Victor said, almost stammering.
	Mahler chuckled again. “Give my music the respect you would give me.”
	“I certainly was earlier. How do you create so much color from sound?” Mahler stopped twirling the pencil. “Perhaps it’s a stupid question,” Victor continued, feeling feverish with embarrassment as the composer stared directly at him. The eye contact felt searing and swelled with the orchestral textures around them.
	“No, it is a fine question.” He pointed to the stack of papers, by now evidently sheet music. “My compositions tell a story, a tale of epic proportions. Very few composers could accomplish what I did. And yet, only in more recent times did the public truly understand my language. A pity it took them so long. They would flock in masses to the grand works, the symphonies about cataclysmic landscapes. Choruses, organ, sweeping orchestral parts. But my more experimental works were, oddly, too much. They did not understand the story I was telling because it did not fit the story they wanted to hear.” He smiled slightly and shrugged his shoulders. “I am not a composer for others. I compose for myself. My story was worth telling, and by God, I told it. But now, I am detached from the music—merely a witness to often-mediocre interpretation. Some excuse wrong notes, attributing it to classic human error. If I had wanted the music to sound aggressive on the ears, my writing would have reflected that. But my notes… my notes are nectar, a hero reaching maturity, the rebirth of something larger than humanity. That deserves respect.” The harp and strings began conversing alongside Mahler. He furrowed his brow and looked down, circling his music. “Pathetic climax.”
	But to Victor, it was anything but. Mahler’s descriptions sang with the music, displaying utmost passion and vitality. The hall filled with an otherworldly energy, the kind that builds off itself. It was a current of electricity, and he found himself leaning forward, desperate for more. For a brief moment, the looming stench of death felt distant. 
	Slowly, the piece began to sputter away. As the violin, cello, and bass played their final notes, the room changed. Each passing second brought reality back to the performance. 
And then, the fermata. Italian for “stop.” When placed over a note, its length is indeterminate—at the very least, long. The strings held onto the note, gradually dying away. However, the Maestro ushered her hand up slightly, bringing more volume back to the sound. With a simple nod, the orchestra understood the objective. For another whole minute, the musicians sat on F Major. A humble key, one fitting for pastoral or religious music. Its role at that moment was unknown—each set of ears created a different interpretation. Victor desperately wanted to touch her shoulder to feel her thoughts in the moment, but Cerveau’s warning bellowed inside him. Instead, he watched from afar as she dropped her head slightly. No tears, no movement. Just an inkling of a smile. The drive to fight. 
Soon, absolute silence once more.
One minute passed.
…
Two minutes passed. 
…
“Do you hear the silence?” Mahler eventually asked.
Victor was frozen.
Mahler’s chair aggressively creaked as he shifted his feet, breaking the religious stillness. “Silence allows you to think about what you just heard. Some hate when concerts end on something slow and melancholy. There’s validity to that, certainly. But when done correctly…”
Silence.
“I do not know who you are,” Mahler soon resumed. “All I know is that we share this space, this moment. Sometimes, a stranger’s presence is more than that of family. Those closest to you often know how to torture the most, leaving you to crave something new, something foreign.”
With nothing more to say, Mahler rose from his chair, put his glasses in a jacket pocket, and closed his stained musical manuscript. As the Maestro’s baton finally fell completely to her side, Mahler nodded approvingly and turned around briskly.
“Perfect,” he whispered.

Chapter VIII
“Don’t walk weird, Victor.”
	Ah, Caden with his usual eloquence. Still, Victor had to smile. Caden walked a little closer, giving Victor a gentle push backward. If a push could feel strangely friendly, that would’ve been it—very ‘I hate you less than usual.’
	“In all seriousness, don’t be so nervous.” Much easier said than done. Caden clearly had glanced at Victor nervously picking his nails. Sure, it was just college graduation, but even a slight misstep on stage would be immortalized in strangers’ gossip. Everything had to go right—no second chances here. 
	“...Ye…Yeah, I’ll tr-tr-try,” Victor responded, nodding slightly and biting his bottom lip. All the anxiety was worsening his stutter. 
	Caden just stared, interrupting the silence only with a profound throat gulp. His lips must’ve been dry, too—a few licks and smacks. A hand went to the top of his now-dark red hair and scratched haphazardly, perhaps nervously. 
	“Proud of you, Vic.”
	Well, that’s what Victor wished Caden had said. 
Instead, the mouth shut, wordless. Caden quickly turned around, muttering something. He pushed his way through the sea of black gowns littered with regalia, almost knocking over a fidgety toddler in his haste. Victor knew he was going to smoke weed. Caden was going through a nasty breakup, but marijuana as his coping mechanism was not ideal. Sometimes, Victor thought about bringing it up, but Caden wasn’t the type of brother willing to sit down and discuss such issues. Honestly, Victor hadn’t even known they’d been dating, and God forbid you ask. Instead, he’d rather call you a jerk or a pervert for wanting to care about his personal life. Dude, your “personal life” is affecting my fucking life, too. 
	“You’ll do great, Vic,” came a softer voice from behind him. 
	Victor turned slowly, genuinely smiling at seeing Lucy. She seemed to glow, her energy a quiet current in the chaotic room.
	“Th-th-thanks, Lucy Goosey.”
	An immediate scowl and eye roll.
	“Dude, I’m 17. That name is not funny anymore.”
	“Sorry, I wanted to be ironic. S-s-so sue me.”
	Lucy shrugged her shoulders. “You already know I want to work as a lawyer one day—be careful what you wish for.”
	“Sorry, guys.” It was Mom, out of breath and hair a bit disheveled. “Lots of traffic on the way here. Must be that everyone had the same event in mind as Samantha, right?” She smiled and winked at Victor. Smelled like new perfume on her—a bit oaky.
	“Guess so,” Victor replied, more focused on fixing his graduation cap tassel. They had found a relatively quiet corner away from the bustle of families. Soon, Victor would need to leave and sit in the main space with other nameless graduates—he was attempting to delay that as long as possible. “Hey, where’s D-D-Dad?”
	Samantha fluffed her hair slightly to remove some static. She was oddly apprehensive to respond. Victor could tell Lucy saw the same thing—they exchanged a peripheral source of confusion. Surely the answer was just, “Oh, he needed to finish up some boring contract work for his job so we decided to take separate cars.” 
	Nope.
	“Victor, I’m sorry,” she started, trailing off. Her eyes glanced downward now. “You know how your father’s been feeling sick lately. Today must just be a bad day for him. He said he couldn’t make it in-person. I’ll try to get him to join us for dinner afterward.”
	Victor scoffed. “What, another depressive episode? This family is so mentally ill. He couldn’t even bother to tell me himself. This is literally one stupid day, meant for me, and I can’t even get his attention for that.” With such powerful anger, his stuttering nearly disappeared, replacing itself with confidence.
	Out of the corner of his eye, Lucy looked a bit sad. Whether it was directed at Victor or not wasn’t noticed—his attention was wholly on his mother. A blank expression, but there was a fire igniting behind Samantha’s eyes. Any second, they’d burst into flames. Was she angry at Victor… or joining in on his misery? The silence made it impossible to tell. 
	“I know, Victor. I understand why you feel like that toward your father. It would be easier if we knew what was troubling him, but you know how much he hates doctors.” She forced a chuckle. “He prefers to self-medicate.”
	Oh, all the children knew. She did, too—that laugh was laced with shame.
In the past few years, for no apparent reason, Tyler drank in extreme quantities. Not even cheap shit—think cabernet sauvignons over a hundred dollars a bottle from some fancy region in Spain. Always downed it himself with ease. Sometimes, the kids got bored and would time the length of an entire bottle—the record stood at 37 minutes.
	37 minutes. 
	Something was definitely wrong with him, but what were the kids supposed to do? Force Alcoholics Anonymous on him? They were powerless, forced to sit uncomfortably and listen to his drunken verbal stumblings. He’d ramble about pointless events from years ago, like when Lucy forgot to shut the freezer and everything defrosted and spoiled. She had indeed screwed up, but everything was replaced thanks to Tyler’s enormous paychecks. Honestly, it showed how much expired food whittled away in the icy wonderland. Often, Lucy would remove herself from the room, usually going on a car ride with slow rock blaring loudly onto the streets. As for the others, Caden was usually gaming in his room—the sporadic, screamed insults were enough proof. His mother did shopping in the evening several times a week so she’d often be out.
	And so, it would just be Victor and Tyler.
	He’d stare at his father, knowing there’d be no questioning—his father was too inebriated to function. What a pathetic creature. Sitting lopsided in a chair, belching, pointing at random parts of the ceiling, muttering gibberish about the Vietnam War. Victor would continue to stare, boiling under his own incredulous anger. 
Sometimes, there’d be a moment of verbal clarity, like a few nights ago on an average May weekend.
***
	“Victor…” Tyler was actually drooling on himself. “Where’s mother?”
	Not even a blink from Victor on the couch. Even though the cushions felt rough and uncomfortable, it didn’t matter.“She’s running errands.”
	Tyler, honest to God, fell asleep for a few seconds. Snored one and a half times, startling himself awake on the half. “God, that woman shops so much.”
	Victor snapped his fingers loudly in Tyler’s direction. “Don’t call her that! She’s my mom and your wife.”
	Tyler laughed, eyes rolling back into his head as he continued to slump. “I can call her whatever I want, bitch.”
	“Hey! Way too fucking far, Tyler,” Victor screamed, shooting up off the couch and pointing sharply into his father’s very soul. “Do you even know who I am? I’m your son, not a bitch, or are you too drunk to see that?”
	“Oh, shush,” Tyler responded, raising a limp arm to shoo Victor away, bottle of whiskey in hand that dripped onto his black suit pants. “I’m playing with you. Also, call me Tyler- I mean, call me Dad. Yeah. Call me Dad.” The slurring was unattractive and repulsive. “I miss our-” Hiccup. “I miss our father-son thing. We had so much fun, kiddo. Oh man, so much fun. Don’t you remember?”
	Victor’s memories had been recalibrated, deleted. All he saw were rows and rows of alcohol, sitting like innocent schoolchildren, waiting quietly to be called on. They took up space in cabinets, fridges, coolers, shelves, drawers… No room was without a bottle of something. Might as well invite them to family reunions since they took over the house. No need for an actual family.
	“Dad. I don’t know what memories you’re talking about.”
	Everything stopped. For a few moments, the only sound was the antique grandfather clock, slowing ticking. 
His father’s eyes slowly opened—perhaps a moment of sobriety. 
Tick. 
Victor sat back down, shifting awkwardly in the seat. 
Tick. 
The air conditioning kicked on, hoping to break the silence. 
Tick. 
Tyler’s hands were shaking. Probably just a side effect of the booze.
	Tick.
	“You serious, Vic?”
	Victor gulped, swallowing any fear or apprehension. He needed to be in control of his own emotions.
	“All I see is you drunk. Dad.”
	The final word was pointed, stabbing. Victor hoped it plunged into his father’s chest, giving way to a bloody shock of empathy. Tyler gasped silently—just a slight air whistle. Maybe he was realizing the reality of it all. This could be the wakeup call. Victor imagined Tyler’s eyes slowly filling with tears. Yes, feel the emotional weight. Understand your role. Tyler just needed to apologize, swear that tomorrow will be a different day for the family.
Surely.
“Get the fuck out of my face! I’m Dad! You lie to hurt me, you bitch!”
Of course it was all a fantasy. Drool dribbled from his father’s lips, splattering onto his wrinkled dress shirt. The breathing was labored and fast through his nostrils like a bull to a toreador. And yet, Victor sat, unfazed. He taught himself to ignore his father’s emotional dysregulation. What was Tyler going to do, hit his own son? A cramped jail cell would be waiting for him. Inedible food. A communal toilet. All because he couldn’t control himself and act more like a grown adult.
Without breaking the stare, Victor slowly rose from the seat. Tyler was taller, stronger, and had more money, but his words carried no weight. No amount of pathetic insults escaping his lips would change that. All they did was fuel Victor’s complete, utter hatred for his father. They were validating yet covered in thorns.
But he controlled himself.
He walked backward, glaring at Tyler with biblical judgement. Only when he hit the back of the stairs did he slowly turn around. As usual, the stairs creaked. Victor took deliberate, slow steps. Every single groan needed to be prolonged and uncomfortable. 
Eventually, he reached the top of the staircase. He hated to admit it, but his father’s words hurt—any convincing otherwise was a lie. Gone was the father he desperately wanted to hug. 
All the power Victor possibly held was condensed into a single whisper.
“Remind me never to be like you, asshole.”
***
	“You did great, Victor!” Samantha joyously exclaimed, wrapping him in a tight hug. The perfume gave a similar embrace, suffocating him. 
	“Nice walking, Vic,” Caden teased, followed by a series of heavy coughs. His poor lungs. And the smell. He reeked of it. It seemed so… fresh. Almost immediately after complimenting, he whipped out his phone and began furiously typing—air traffic controller-level concentration.	
“Who was the guy that went before you?” Lucy asked with a tilt of her head.
	Victor shrugged, adjusting his cap and tassel after the hug. “I dunno. Some w-w-weird dude who wanted attention.”
	It had been a graduate who figured his bedroom breakdancing would bode well on the stage. Started strong. Ended face-first. Perhaps unlike his bedroom, there was no carpeting to catch him—just hard, unrelenting wood. A nasty boom reverberated. The crowd gasped, fearing a broken bone. And yet, the graduate jumped up quickly and waved to the audience, signaling that he was fine. Must’ve been the adrenaline talking because he limped off stage, holding a diploma in one hand and clutching his right leg with the other. Now, he was nowhere to be found amidst the arena of graduates. Maybe he got medical attention. Maybe he just disappeared.
Honestly, fuck him—he stole the spotlight. Victor’s name was called and echoed out into the space with complete disregard. He’d put real money on the assumption that no one even watched him walk, saw his uncomfortable smile, felt the tears well up in his eyes. Luckily, thousands of other people witnessed the catastrophic failure. Surely there was a religious grandmother whispering about the obscenity of it all. God, he hoped so.
	“It was kinda funny,” Lucy said, grinning slightly and twirling her hair. 
Oh God. Don’t say she had a crush on this guy. 
“At least he put himself out there. I liked his confidence,” she continued, looking around to find him in the crowd.
	“Yeah, also very stupid,” Victor muttered under his breath, unzipping the gown to let his body breathe in fresh air. He didn’t realize how hot and clammy he’d gotten. 
	“I’ve got a surprise for you, Victor,” Samantha started, reaching into her purse. She pulled out a small white envelope marked ‘Victor’ in black pen and slowly handed it to him.
“Ca-ca-can I open it n-n-n-n-now?” Victor stumbled out. 
	Samantha smiled warmly. “Of course.” 
	Good answer. Caden agreed since he put his phone away and produced a devilish smile across his face.
	He ripped open the envelope with his thumb, practically salivating at what awaited him. Inside was a piece of paper that read “Congrats, graduate!” on the front in bright rainbow colors. Birds and bumblebees littered the paper, buzzing and chirping about cartoon vomit. He felt his own face contort and scrunch up as if the paper were covered in lemon juice. 
	“What the hell is this?” Victor said with a sarcastic scowl, looking up to his family for an explanation. 
	Caden started laughing, interspersed with more coughs, which only made him laugh harder. “Oh man, I’ve been waiting weeks for that reaction.”
	“Y-y-you’re almost as annoying as that breakdancer on st-st-st-stage,” Victor remarked, grinning. 
	“Who?” Caden asked, pulling out his phone again.
	Victor, who had been eyeing the back of the card, slowly looked up. 
“W-what do you mean, ‘who?’”
Caden froze, gulped, and adjusted his navy blue tie—it had glued itself 
to his sweaty shirt.
“We were just talking about him,” Victor said through gritted teeth, not 
waiting for a response.
	“Oh, right! That guy,” Caden said, laughing nervously—frilly and fake. Lucy and Samantha exchanged glances. Fearful brows. Tight lips.
	“Vic, open the card! You’re gonna love it,” Lucy interjected, walking closer in between Victor and Caden. 
	“You have no clue who I’m talking about, do you?” Victor pointedly asked, completely oblivious to Lucy’s presence. She sounded so distant and fuzzy, as did all the graduation commotion around him. Crying babies, camera shutters clicking, raucous laughter… It all just sounded like static.
	Caden started to stammer, making up some story about how he must’ve just forgotten about the dancer—glancing off to the side, checking his watch for the time, surely Victor understood. And yet, how could he have missed such a spectacle? He felt a feverish heat rush over his neck and his clammy hands jittered. Lucy noticed the disturbance.
	“Vic…” she started to say.
But it was too late.
	“You were fucking smoking in the bathroom, weren’t you?”
	Everyone was silent. Caden’s eyes widened, staring blankly at Victor. His mouth was agape, but no sound. Lucy’s eyes darkened, replaced by a profound grief, as she took a pained step back. Samantha stood motionless—she had been twiddling with her wedding ring before. Now, her hands were frozen in the air. 
	“V-V-Victor,” Caden tripped out.
	“Just… stop,” Victor growled softly, seething.
	“I’m sorry, I just… I don’t know. Thought I had it timed right but… they wouldn’t let me back in. Those douches in suits really run a tight ship, huh?” Laughed at his own statement. This was just a joke to him.
	“My day. The only day where people can actually pay attention to me.” Victor’s voice got louder. “I struggled so much in college. My stutter screwed me over time and time again. Humiliated in class, mocked by freshmen, called ‘slow.’” Louder still. A racing heartbeat. “But you know what, Caden? I sucked it up. Didn’t whine like a baby, didn’t force some shit substance on me instead of getting some actual help. And now, done with college, all I asked for was some company.”
	Victor twitched. He felt his eyes burn with tears. His own brother choosing some drug over him. Caden needed help…
	“Victor, please.”
	… but he needed to get it from someone else.
	“Caden. Just leave me alone.”
	Without anything to truly say, Caden turned around silently, walked through the maze of families, and exited the front door. Maybe he contemplated turning around and defending himself again. Samantha watched him leave with an emotionless stare. He watched his mother’s face, searching for some sign of her feelings, some answer to the years of silent frustration between her sons. He hoped she saw it was Caden who was wrong.
	The cartoon animals on the card suddenly looked grotesque, their bright colors and cheerful faces a sickening mockery of the moment. All his focus was still directed at the front door. Caden had long since left but his presence lingered like a toxic smell, wafting through the air. 
***
	“Vic. You should open the card,” Lucy said quietly.	
	With trembling hands, Victor clumsily opened the card. His breathing staggered, sharply stopping as the card slipped from his grasp. He cursed under his breath and stooped to grab the strewn contents. Alongside the card were two rectangular pieces of paper. Tickets. 
	“Beethoven,” Victor muttered, staring at the words. He wasn’t even reading—just existing. They were orchestra tickets for a wide compositional range of Beethoven, one of his favorites. He should’ve been more excited.
	“Happy graduation, Vic,” Lucy said quietly. 
	“Thank you,” Victor replied, almost grumbling. 
	“Victor…” Samantha started. “I think you should call Dad. He’ll want to congratulate you.” She held out her phone, ready to be dialed.
	Caden had just lied and begged like a pathetic little puppy for forgiveness… and their father was a priority? Victor was robotic, numbly taking the phone with a limp but angry hand. One by one, he entered numbers with a heavy finger. The call button seemed to coldly stare, challenging him to press it.
	Victor knew his father was drunk. Maybe the inebriated ramblings would be some sort of closure. And so, he pressed the green button and put the phone to his ear.
	No. This call needed to be on speakerphone. 
	Three rings, then a click.
	“Samantha, where are you?” Tyler asked abruptly. His words slurred.
	“This is your son, Dad,” Victor replied, already furious.
	“Oh. What are you doing on your mother’s phone, Caden?”
	Lucy gasped softly and buried her head in her hands. Samantha instantly scowled.
	“No. The other one. The son who graduated.” Victor paused. “You idiot.”
	Silence.
	“I’m sorry, Vic. I’m just feeling really *hiccup* really sick today. You understand, don’t you, buddy?” 
	Victor’s left eye began to twitch uncontrollably. In no world could he possibly respond to such a question. Didn’t even recognize his own son’s voice. Missed a graduation. Continued to prioritize alcohol. He wasn’t sick—Victor knew that. All he was… was a coward.
“Vic? You there?”
Yes, he was—fully. With one effortless click, he ended the call.
Samantha gasped. “Victor!”
He snapped rigidly to face her. “Oh, please. Don’t twist this to make it seem like I’m the villain. Why am I expected to care when my own fucking father won’t?”
She recoiled, perhaps in fear. 
“I’m gonna get some water,” Lucy mumbled and walked away, shoulders slumped. Victor couldn’t tell if she was angry at him or their father… or both. 
And so, it was only the two of them.
“Victor,” Samantha started, slightly adjusting her purse. “Do you want me to be honest?”
Victor didn’t know how to answer. His feet started fidgeting from all the adrenaline.
“I’ll take that as a yes. Your father is very depressed. Yes, he drinks a lot. Yes, he stumbles around and forgets his children. He is still your father. He needs help. If this family continues to separate because of the persistent arguing, your father will only get worse. Do you understand?”
Victor shuffled his feet awkwardly. “Yes, Mom.”
There was silence for a second. Suddenly, she rushed over and wrapped Victor in a bearish hug. As she pulled back, Victor saw tears welling in her eyes.
“I’m so proud of you, Victor. You should be proud of yourself, too. I know your speech impediment screws up a lot, but when I look at you, I see an accomplished young man. Don’t ever forget that.”
For a moment, joy, hope, drive… It was uplifting to a degree that Victor couldn’t even quantify. She was right. He was way too hard on himself, caving to bullies who treated him like trash. Sure, his speech was broken and uncertain—call it the spice of language. 
“Thank you, Mom,” Victor replied, fighting through cracked speech. 
Together, they cried. Casually, since graduates still lingered around. Victor truly didn’t know how he could function without his mother. She was the only one still standing with him, and he knew, in a way he couldn't put into words, that she always would be.
Together, they could take on the world.

Chapter IX
“Well, that was a lovely bit of music, wasn’t it?”	
	Cerveau paced across the stage, occasionally looking out at the now-empty seats. It had suddenly appeared, whistling a cheerful, indifferent tune.
	“Where the hell did you go?” Victor asked incredulously.
	“I just wanted to give you some alone time with Mahler. He’s a fascinating one, isn’t he?”
	“Cerveau!” Victor screamed. He had wanted to feel the strings vibrate in his chest, to live inside a single, sustained note. But Cerveau had ripped him from the moment. It should’ve just spat in his face.
	“Calm down, Victor. You know I’m just playing with you, buddy. Right?”
	The word burned Victor’s ears.
	“Do not call me that.”
	“Why not?”
	“Are you serious? Aren’t you omniscient, you idiot? My father used to call me that.”
	“Oh, right. It just felt like the right word in the moment, honestly. I didn’t think it would cause such a stir within you.”
	Victor stomped a foot on the stage. The pulse echoed forcefully throughout the hall, grumbling as it disturbed the innocent silence. “That’s it. Take me somewhere else. I’m done here.”
	Cerveau raised an eyebrow. “Very well. Do you have a place in mind?”
	“I truly don’t care. Throw me into an ocean for all I care. I’m sure you’d love to see me drown.”
	A short gasp escaped Cerveau’s mouth. “Victor! What has gotten into you? I’d never want you to drown. I just asked to ensure you go where you want.”
	“I’m very glad you’re here for me now,” Victor responded, aggressively giving a thumbs up with sarcastic approval. “Take me somewhere else.”
	“Very well,” it repeated, exhaling slowly and casting its face downward.
***
	There was music again, but different.
	Birds chirped and cawed above Victor, spiraling with tremendous synchronicity. The sun scorched unrelentingly thanks to a nearly-cloudless sky. He shielded his eyes with a hand, attempting to spot Cerveau. All around him, fields of white flowers. The petals tickled his bare feet as he began walking forward, approaching a shrouded figure whose back was facing Victor.
	“Cerveau?” Victor asked hesitantly as he got closer.
	The figure remained motionless. A warm gust of wind whistled and began toying with Victor’s hair.
	“Cerveau? Is that you?” Victor repeated, feeling his heart beat anxiously. The mysterious figure felt dark. It carried with it a traumatizing shadow, a direct abomination to the life around it. The sunflowers swayed, perhaps unbothered. But Victor could not move. He almost didn’t crave a response—the silence offered him distance. 
No, it took a step backward. It sensed Victor’s presence, maybe even his terror, yet all it showed was its back. Perhaps he should run… but the thought of traversing through unknown territory seemed worse than his current predicament. Another step backward.
	The figure turned around suddenly, displaying a large bouquet of the flowers. It was clearly Cerveau, looking older now with faint wrinkles creasing around the eyes.
	“Here, I made this for you,” it said, outstretching its arm to hand off the bundle. Everything had been tied together with numerous blades of fresh grass.
	Victor gave a slight, relieved smile. “Thank you,” taking in a large whiff of the sweet petals. The stems felt partially wet with dew—very crisp, almost drinkable. There was a compulsion to smell the bouquet again, this time more deliberately. With another sniff, a petal shot straight into his nose, causing him to stumble backward and cough violently. Completely off balance, Victor landed onto the mounds of flowers with a soft thud. 
	Cerveau’s bright laugh returned. “That was quite the intimate encounter.”
Victor ruffled his hair and threw the flowers to the ground, feeling his cheeks burn with embarrassment. “Guess the afterlife doesn’t make you perfect, huh?” 
Cerveau shrugged. “Who’s to say? Perhaps breathing in the flower itself is the only way to truly understand it. Maybe you know more than even I do.”
“I highly doubt that. I’ve felt nothing but whiplash so far. At least you know where we’re going.”
“As I’ve said before, my whole role is to acclimate you to the afterlife. The only way you can truly appreciate everything, let alone anything, is to relax and allow yourself to experience.” It rested a hand on Victor’s left shoulder, shaking him gently. “That means breathe, Victor. Calm your thoughts. Here, try looking up at the sky,” it said, pointing up with clear intent.
Perhaps it sensed stress in Victor. Wouldn’t have been surprising. He felt his insides churn against the summer setting, waiting nervously for the darkness to return. All he wanted was peace, relief from his agitation—he didn’t want to be scared anymore.
“Go on, Victor. Lie back.”
Slowly, he rested himself on the bed of flowers. They pulled him down in a tight embrace, massaging his shoulders. The heavens above him were a brilliant blue, almost like still waters. It was all remarkably clear except for a few clouds aimlessly drifting together.
“Hey, that one kind of looks like a cat,” Victor said, pointing up. “Well, it looks a little diseased. Something’s wrong with the mouth.” His head tilted, simultaneously curious and confused. The clouds began to separate, twisting the cat’s shape. Against the poor animal’s will, body separated from bone and left behind a filthy pile of intestines. Each piece of torn, bloody cloud caused a screech of pain, startling flocks of birds away.
“Let me look,” Cerveau said, resting himself beside Victor and adjusting slightly to the grass. There was a long silence—perhaps it was deep in observation. By now, the cat had completely dissolved into a wispy puddle; the villains were nowhere to be seen. All that remained was the unblemished sky.
“Well, you missed it. I guess you’ll just have to take my word for it,” Victor said, attempting to process something so grotesque. No response still. He curiously turned his head to face Cerveau, watching as its chest moved slowly up and down. Eyes were shut, mouth motionless.
“Unbeliveable. Some guide you are,” Victor muttered, staring at a spirit who needed sleep after doing so little. His whole speech earlier about relaxation felt remarkably profound and reassuring—clearly it had all been a ruse.
***
A little ways to the right, there was a crude stone path, almost like some flat rocks fell randomly together rather than any intentional placement. Victor wondered where it led to. With the wet grass slipping between his toes, he marched forward and noticed the path stretching quite far ahead. A silent, brief prayer. With a quick look backward, Victor counted three slow breaths. Good enough.
His pace quickened, a thrill of quiet excitement making his heart race. Perhaps it led to a tree with ripe peaches. Tasting soft peach skin, feeling sticky juices run down his chin onto his chest, the beautiful pale yellow flesh, perhaps even some cool shade to eat it under. The feeling of doing something, of acting, was the real goal. All he needed was a sign.
A chirp, sharp like a needle of piercing silver. Victor froze, scanning left and right with bated breath. When he turned his gaze upward, he noticed a lone bluebird sitting on a crooked branch. It twitched and ruffled its feathers as if assessing a threat. If not for the curtain of leaves, its plumage might have vanished entirely into the color of the sky.
“Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you,” Victor said into the wind, stretching out a finger as a perch, almost as if he had done this thousands of times before.
The bird flew down without hesitation, resting firmly with surprising weight on Victor’s hand. A single, amused click of its beak.
“You have beautiful feathers,” Victor remarked, gently brushing them with his other hand. Up close, the plumage bled subtly into different blues and purples like a perfect microscopic spectrum.
“Thank you.”
Victor gasped dramatically, jerking his arms backward. The bird spun upward in a violent flurry of wings. He staggered a step, then buried his face in his hands.
“You have got to be kidding me!” Victor shouted.
“Trying to run off without me?” the bird asked, more cheery this time.
“Not my fault you fell asleep,” Victor replied, restarting a jittery amble down the rocky path. He aimlessly kicked a stray pebble, watching it disappear into the field of grass ahead. “Or were you just faking that?”
“All I’ll say is sleep doesn’t carry any meaning in the afterlife,” Cerveau replied, fluttering onto a nearby jagged rock. “I wanted you to explore, and explore you did. Maybe I should leave you alone more often.”
“Then why did you interrupt me?” 
“Curiosity got the better of me. I’m still your guide, too. It’s not completely safe for me to let you wander around undirected all the time, only occasionally.”
“What’s the danger out here?” Victor couldn’t help but swing his arm out dramatically. If anything, this world was the most tranquil so far.
“Everything lives in a balance,” Cerveau responded, picking up a small stick from the grass with its beak. It set it carelessly on his newfound territory. “See how this twig has some darkening toward the top?”
Victor squinted. “I see a little color change. Why?”
“Do you notice how it bends a little?”
“What are you talking about?”
“The stick is weak. Maybe an animal stepped on it thoughtlessly. Perhaps days of rain caused it to soften. Something about it is ill.”
“Ill?” The word caused a further limp to the stick, almost curving it into the fetal position.
“Don’t you remember the Maestro? She was sick.”
“How could I forget when you forcefully pulled me away from her?”
“You’re changing the subject.”
“Yes, I remember she was ill. It’s the afterlife, though. Everything here borders on mirage and hallucination, right? Similar to The Almost Library.”
“Well… I wouldn’t say that.”
His heart lurched slightly, as if poisoned. “What would you say?”
Cerveau ruffled its feathers. “You have a substantial amount of questions.”
“Weren’t you just saying how you’re my guide? I’m trying to be guided.”
Cerveau chirped disapprovingly. “I’m not going to apologize for wanting to check on your safety. Your tone around me is really quite rude lately.”
“Stop changing the subject. Why is this stupid stick so important to you?” 
	Victor snatched it off the rock. Without warning, it disintegrated into a sort of wooden confetti. In a matter of seconds, the thin splinters fluttered across the grass, disappearing into the soil. All he could do was watch with terror.
“Consider being more gentle next time,” Cerveau mused, swiftly cocking its head.
“It died.”
“Excuse me?”
“That… just died.” Some shavings lay on his hand, but it seemed sacrilegious to even contemplate brushing them away.
“It did not die.”
“You’re labeling it as a “disruption” when I just felt and saw a stick fracture into nothing.”
Cerveau scoffed. “You’re overexaggerating. I was merely trying to show how nature ebbs and flows in the afterlife. We’re not in the Garden of Eden, if you believe in that. Then again, if you believed in that, you’d be in Heaven right now-”
“Cerveau, would you shut the fuck up?”
The wind slowed to a sick groan.
“What did you just say, Victor?”
“You heard me.”
“Very well. I will, as you said it, shut up,” Cerveau replied, fluttering its wings.
“What, are you going to fly away?”
“Do you want me to?”
***
	Sometimes he’d look behind him, silently wishing to see a bird. Maybe he’d pretend like he didn’t see anything. Of course, he knew Cerveau would sense his true intentions. That was part of the game. 
He missed the playfulness. Impossible to turn back now—the shame of walking back to apologize was too nasty of a thought. The bird would come to him, no doubt. 
	There was a gray cloud, wispy toward the bottom. Perhaps rain. It drifted higher into the sky, brushing nearby clouds out of its path. 
	As Victor looked out at the horizon, he realized the cloud stemmed from somewhere closer to the ground. He continued along the stones, paying no attention to their sensation anymore. Step by step, the dreary cloud swallowed more of the sky. He tightened his jaw, fully expecting it to be no more than theatrics.
	But the smell seemed so close. Not rain after all, but something like burning trees. It slightly scorched Victor’s chest, yet he walked closer, enamored by an uncanny familiarity of it all. Each step pulled him deeper into the ever-growing smoky abyss.
	Suddenly, he stopped. “Impossible,” he muttered, rubbing his eyes.
	A house covered in dull white brick and moss peeked in between the trees. Clay shingles—some missing, some cracked—gave the roof a shape like crooked teeth. All the flowers around him drooped away from the broken windows, disgusted at the hideous, chipped blue paint on the shutters. Perhaps they were shielding themselves from the chimney leaking plumes of smoke. Victor felt frozen, only moving to cough as the smoke began to infiltrate his lungs—he had found the cloud. He was amazed that such a dilapidated house had life inside tending to the fireplace. 
	And yet, the house seemed completely quiet. The only noise was a faint creaking as the wind rattled against the wobbly structure. Victor hesitantly walked slowly toward a window, placing his face amidst the various cracks. The broken glass distorted the inside to the point of optical illusions. A dark blob with yellows, oranges, and reds. Flames? Yes, something was moving. Everything else remained completely still. 
	Nature hummed with croaks and chirps as Victor tuned in for signs of life. The fire crackled softly, but otherwise, silent. No creaking floorboards, no squeaky doors, not even a whisper. Victor gulped loudly, slowly removing his forehead from the warm window. Perhaps they were in a room on the other side of the house. Shakily wiping sweat off his face, Victor stumbled awkwardly to the front lawn. All the slightly-browned grass stood in unnerving contrast to the healthy field around it. A few jagged stones gave a pitiful way to a light brown door with a loosely-fitted doorknob. 
	You can do it.
	He had no choice but to motivate himself—Cerveau and its arrogance likely weren’t returning. With a shaky hand, Victor gripped the knob and braced himself for the awkward jiggle and upward lift required to coax the latch. With a slow, hesitant turn, a sickening crunch emerged. A once-whole piece of wood imploded into shards and brittle splinters, sending up vengeful waves of sawdust. Victor flinched, feeling a needle of sharp wood cut his eye. 
	“Fuck!” he screamed, rattling the trees and squirrels behind him. His hand immediately shot to his face, landing into a pool of something wet. A sharp gasp, slicing his lungs sharply. With an uncontrollable tremor, he flung his hand out in front of him. Three fingertips were covered in something milky-grey, slightly sticky and thick. Each drop dribbled down his hand onto his palm, leaving a revolting slug-like trail of slime.
	Frantically, he ran inside to find a blanket or cloth. The cracked, filthy windowpanes let in almost no light, and he knew the fire as a source of light was far away. He stumbled two steps, one arm outstretched, trying to navigate the oppressive dark while his other arm protected the injured eye.
	His shin cracked violently against something unforgivingly solid like a table leg. A hoarse grunt of agony escaped him as his knees gave out, breathlessly falling to his knees on the dust-caked floor. The sickening, white-hot shock in his leg began mixing with the throbbing, gushing wound in his eye. Preparing to stabilize himself, both arms shot out in front. His sticky hands brushed against a cold, smooth object. It felt texturally different from the floor but he couldn’t see any defining features. Blood silently dripped onto the wood beneath him, quite rhythmically. But as he dropped his head closer to the ground, the sound mutated. It wasn’t dripping—it was ticking. 
	Perhaps instinct told him to. Maybe it was a mental crack. Victor reached behind, methodically moving his hand around, searching. Something dipped slightly—he traced it with a finger. Two diagonals. 
	A carved letter V.
	Because he had gotten a pocket knife. 
Tick.
And carved up this clock.
Tick.
In the living room.
Tick.

Chapter Xa
No matter how hard he looked, everything seemed perfect.
	Maybe a slight wrinkle in the bowtie. He tugged at the fabric, feeling the knot loosen under his shaking fingers. Good. Something to fix.
	A knock at the door behind him. “Victor? Is everything okay?”
	He twisted the faucet, letting the rush of water drown the question. A few splashes over his head made no difference except bringing a small droop to his moussed hair.
	“Yes, I’m good. Just fixing my clothes,” he replied, turning off the sink and watching the water drain mindlessly. He watched the drain swallow his reflection, every hypnotizing motion worsening his headache.
	“Let me look.”
	Victor almost didn’t hear it. His hands clenched the sink tightly, knuckles whitening. A tickle crawled around his throat like a spider, a gag reflex rising on sour, metallic venom. Swallowing had no effect. His own body was trying to stifle his air. Choke him.
	Take a breath, Victor.
	The door groaned open. Footsteps followed, sharp and crisp against the tile.
	“Victor?” A warm hand lay gently on his right shoulder.
	He didn’t dare respond. His throat flexed uselessly, trying to retch, to rid his body of the hellish clawing.
	“Come on, let me see your outfit.”
	The hand acted as a tranquil guide, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. Each slight pivot brought waves of nausea—an echo in a dark, wet cavern. Well, not quite dark, thanks to the blinding fluorescent lights above him. Blocking out the light might help, he thought.
	“You can open your eyes, Victor.”
	He didn’t want to. The only semblance of comfort he felt was through his eyes squeezed shut. Water drops, the hum of air conditioning, staggered breathing—the sounds guided him, even comforted him. There was beauty in the predictability, even as the light kept clawing at his thoughts.
	“C’mon, Victor. Let’s see those shining eyeballs.”
	“Hello, Shakespeare,” Victor muttered, rubbing his eyes for no reason at all. Slowly, he opened them, feeling light rattle and buzz inside him. Too overstimulating, like being in a dentist’s chair again. The cold floor urged him with sickly-sweet intensity to lie down, but Victor knew that was surrendering.
	“A weird way to pronounce Phil, but I’ll take the compliment. I assume it was a compliment, yes?” Phil responded, shaking Victor slightly.
	“Careful, I’ll fucking vomit,” Victor said sharply. He wasn’t kidding, either.
	Phil took a step back. “You might want to turn your head that way, then,” pointing to a corner wall covered in flowery wallpaper.
	“Honestly, this wallpaper might make me throw up regardless.”
	“There’s the Victor we know and love! What happened to your bowtie?”
	“It got screwed up. I need to fix it.”
	“Here, let me help.”
	“Phil, I’m not a baby.” He pushed Phil’s hands away playfully, trying to hide his childish smirk.
	“It would be my honor to aid the groom,” Phil said, curtseying for a ridiculous amount of time. 
	“Okay, servant, you may rise,” Victor replied with a harsh slap on the back. 
	“Jesus, just because it’s your special day doesn’t mean you can injure me. I’ve still gotta watch you kiss.” 
	Phil suddenly leaned forward with his lips puckered. 
	“Kiss the bride,” he said, eyes shut firmly in anticipation.
	Victor bent over, laughter shaking through him until it hurt—tears cutting lines down his cheeks, stomach cramping, a kind of laugh that leaves nothing behind. The weight in his chest finally cracked and spilled out with every breath. Phil’s pride clearly showed in his warm smile. It carried an old innocence, a memory of high school when everything still felt calm. But the teeth. They seemed grayer, even worn down, perhaps from decades of grinding. 
	Decades. Not just years anymore.
	“Let’s worry about the bowtie later. Come on outside, there are some people that want to see you,” Phil said, tugging on Victor’s tuxedo jacket. Victor limped his arm in submission to the command, rolling his eyes as Phil attempted to physically drag him.
	“My feet work, don’t worry,” Victor remarked, stumbling as Phil quickened his pace to the bathroom door.
	“Good thing you don’t have cold feet, huh?”
“How do you come up with these jokes so fast?”
“My brain has plenty of space,” Phil responded, punching the air above him like an enthusiastic cheerleader. “Wait. I think I insulted myself.”
“Oh, give me a break, Phil,” Victor said after scoffing, by now walking  
alongside. “You always did well in classes. Didn’t you get a massive academic scholarship to college?”
“I guess so, but they practically give those out, even to dumb people. Anything to get students in the seats.”
“Trust me, Phil. If that were the case, Mikey never would’ve gotten 
accepted.”
Years of lore in a singular name. Anyone who knew Mikey would understand the true irony. You don’t just develop the nickname “F-Boy” unless you’re a sex addict or a chronically bad test taker. 
And big ol’ Mikey was a virgin.
***
	“It’s the man of the hour!” came a deep, rumbling voice.
	Without warning, Victor was surrounded in a gruff bear hug by numerous men in dark suits. Some whooped, others shook Victor’s arms. 
	“Careful! Don’t spill your drinks on me,” Victor warned, recoiling in advance.
	“Give him some space, idiots,” came a higher-pitched voice from behind the mob. Some guys rolled their eyes dramatically, weakening their physicality to pats on the back.
	“Jack?” Victor asked, his vision still partially obstructed.
	“In the flesh.”
	Victor, feeling a rush of adrenaline, pushed through the group as if navigating a messy forest. He came face-to-face with a relatively tall man with brownish, messy hair and black glasses. Those frames were a dead giveaway—they gave a sort of awkward confidence. Truly no different from the church nerd he knew as a kid.
	“I didn’t think you’d come,” Victor said, grabbing Jack and pulling him into an embrace.
	“Wouldn’t miss it for the world, buddy,” Jack replied softly, rubbing Victor’s back. 
	As Victor glanced above Jack’s maternal shoulder, the space gradually exploded. A celestial brilliance covered the room in rainbowed colors from the chandeliers above. Even the white tablecloths shone brightly under the light as they covered tall, round tables in neat rows. Centerpieces of lilies and hydrangeas spilled from glass vases, their perfume heavy and almost metallic, though perhaps it was mixed with Jack’s earthy cologne. Waiters bustled by in quiet choreography like marionettes balancing towers of plates and silverware. Each intentional step caused a tinny rumble that vibrated in Victor’s fidgety feet. To think such extravagance was all for him.
	“Have you heard from… Caden?” The words jerked around hesitantly, almost like Victor wanted to delay. 
	Jack exhaled slowly, brushing warm air against Victor’s ear. “I’m sorry. He never reached back out to me.”
	A brutal gut punch. Victor stumbled backward from the embrace, throat burning with grief. He tried to breathe but all his air had been sucked away. Part of him expected Caden to jump through the dining room doors. Of course, this was all an elaborate ruse. With each passing second, Victor waited for the tall white doors to swing open. Together, they’d embrace, laugh, cry. But the doors remained still.
It had been ten years since they spoke. Social media photos and Christmas cards created fake memories of Caden, though the cards stopped just a couple years later. Every December, Victor would wait by the outside mailbox, huddled up in a blanket too thin for any use. “Hoping today’s the day,” the mailman would passively say as he handed a chaotic mess of envelopes. Winter wind would hiss around the collection of bills, coupons, and unimportant cards, blowing some to the ground. After a few years, Victor realized they weren’t coming anymore. There was never any warmth in December again.
“Maybe we should get you some water,” a resonant voice stated finally. Victor felt a burly hand loop around him to rest over his shoulder. “C’mon, Victor. Let’s walk to the dining room.” An unmistakable smoothness. Could only belong to Carter, a teacher’s favorite for his “timbre fit for politics.” It was hard to argue his persuasive abilities. Every college Saturday night used to end with a heavily-drunk Victor stumbling, his shirt a chaotic canvas of vomit and stale beer. 
“Yes, Victor, we can get some tacos on the way home,” Carter would shout over the student mobs around him. It was good enough for Victor. Those nights were such blurs—maybe they didn’t even get food. All he knew was he woke up in bed with blankets pulled over him, every time.
Now, it was just like old times, only Victor was painfully sober. 
Aware of every tiny piece of grief attaching itself like a mosaic, yet no church window to display it. 
“We’re almost there, Victor,” Carter said, pointing ahead. “Can you give me a few more steps?” How pathetic. Struggling to function on his own wedding day. All Victor could do was nod, too drained to respond and face burning with embarrassment. Carter’s kind of reassurance was meant for toddlers and drunkards, not a groom.
“Two more steps.” He wanted to sob. The groomsmen and friends behind him giggled and whispered like middle schoolers. He couldn’t believe they were laughing at him. How blissfully unaware they were of the incoming disaster. He’d cut his finger while slicing the cake, trip over himself during the first dance, God forbid get too drunk and vomit on someone. It sent a prickly shudder all over his nervous system.
He just wanted to be alone.
“Here’s your glass of water,” Carter shouted with great pomp and circumstance as he pushed the doors open. Victor numbly raised his head, muttering about a cigarette. 
The lights were relatively dim, casting shadows across the rectangular tables covered in flower petals, napkins, and sepia photos. Some pictures featured strangers met while traveling, others were lifelong friends. Victor always craved a wedding that felt global by inviting people from as many countries as possible. Currently, all the tables were empty, except for one.
“Hm, that gentleman looks like he’s got your glass of water,” Carter remarked plainly. “You might want to go ask for it.”
Victor turned around, dumbfounded. “I’m not going to take someone’s water.”
Carter shrugged. “He’s clearly a guest of yours so I’m sure he’ll understand.”
Victor scowled dramatically, feeling his face wrinkle in an instant. “Just get me another glass of water.”
“I think you should just have that glass,” Jack said, suddenly stepping forward and making searing eye contact with Victor. His eyes carried a childlike twinkle as if he had done something wrong but wanted to hide it.
Victor turned to the rest of the group, mostly some guys he worked with. Their eyes conveyed a similar message, egging him on to approach the mysterious figure.
“Is this some sort of ruse?”
“We just want you hydrated. Trust us, it’ll make you feel better,” said one of the men. Calvin was always last to speak in corporate meetings but carried a serpentine level of intent. He waited to strike, leaving you inoperable when he eventually spoke.
Victor exhaled quickly. “Fine.”
He turned toward the figure, taking a few hesitant steps. The man remained motionless with his right hand cupping the water glass. Perhaps he viewed the lingering waiters adjusting vases and tablecloths as entertainment. 
“Excuse me?” Victor asked, secretly hoping for no response so he could turn around and find a water fountain.
“Yes?” the man responded. Everything remained deathly still. The only rustle was continued laughter behind him.
“I’m… sorry to bother you, but I believe you have my water.” Victor tried to swallow his nervousness—he winced when the gulp loudly cut through the silence.
“And who exactly are you?”
A warm tinge of anger slowly washed over Victor, by now bewildered by such an attitude. “I’m the groom. I assume you’re a guest I invited. If you’re going to take my drink, the least you can do is look me in the eye,” he stated strictly, gaining much-needed confidence.
“Very well,” the man responded, releasing his grip on the glass. He swiftly rose from the chair and straightened his jacket for an ungodly amount of time. 
	“Are you going to turn around or not?”
	Before the final words were said, the stranger turned around with some gravitas. His short brown hair was neatly styled and groomed much like his scruffy beard. The right cheek had a small patch of raised scars, almost like something had splattered and burned the skin. Circular glasses gave a glassy glimpse into his electric blue eyes, almost like a perfectly clear sky. Victor had only seen such a blue a handful of times before, like with…
	“Caden?”
	The man gave a gentle smirk.
	“Hey, Victor.”
	Victor’s legs seemed to vanish. The world, once full of applause from his friends, had suddenly gone silent as if submerged underwater. His mouth had gone completely dry, yet the glass of water he so desperately argued for seemed meaningless. He wanted to run, to scream, to ask a thousand questions about life, but all the air—the air he had been fighting for since he woke up—left his body in a single, painful, raw sob. He didn't cover his face; he just stood there, a statue of unraveling grief and disbelief, his vision blurred by tears that finally, finally came. His arms shot out, not in an embrace, but in a shaky statement.
	“You- You just disappeared.”
	Caden's smile softened into a look of profound sorrow and recognition. He took the single step that closed the distance, his voice now a low, resonant rumble that Victor felt in his bones. “I know, I’m sorry.” He ruffled his hand delicately through Victor’s hair. “Couldn’t miss this for the world, though.”
	And then Caden's arms came around him, strong and familiar—not a polite embrace but a total, crushing reunion. Victor didn't just hug him back—he clung with tremendous might, burying his face against Caden's shoulder and crying into his jacket. The tension that had held Victor together all day—the anxiety, the headache, the nausea—snapped, leaving him blissfully undone. To think his friends planned it, too.
An infinity passed. Maybe seconds. Even time itself gave a religious sort of distance and respect, leaving the brothers to just… exist.
***
“You look very beautiful, Mom.”
“Oh, Victor. That means so much coming from this handsome son of mine.”
Samantha spoke softly while concentrating on Victor’s bowtie. The back of her hands brushed sporadically across his chin. He felt like a baby being cooed to sleep once more. 
“Can I tell you something?”
“Of course, Victor.”
“I didn’t actually think you knew how to tie a tie.”
She slowly stopped tying—he knew he screwed up. His face began burning intensely, turning his cheeks a painful red. She definitely saw that, too.
“Of course I know how to tie a tie, Victor. I’m your mother, after all,” she replied simply, returning quickly back to her task.
Phew. “I didn’t mean that badly. It’s just, well…”
“Yes?”
“Dad was always the one who helped.” He choked, leaving his mouth slightly agape, almost paralyzed.
With two weak tugs, Samantha finished the bowtie, yet her hands remained. Mother and son seemed frozen in place, attempting to navigate what response was less damaging. She brushed imaginary dust off Victor’s jacket mindlessly and cleared her throat.
“Yes, I recall. Sometimes he’d send you off to me when he couldn’t figure it out, which was often. You were probably too young to remember at that point.”
“I didn’t know that.” Victor had dropped to a hoarse whisper.
***
“Dad! Dad! Stop! Dad, please!”
“Tyler! Put that fucking gun down right now!”
“Lucy! Don’t look!”
“What’s happening-”
…
You could’ve put an entire finger in the hole. His ear was nothing more than a warped mess of flesh. So much blood.
Amidst the screams, Tyler twitched, choking.
…
	They found the note after the police let them go back inside. It was scribbled in haste, barely legible.
	“Dear family,
	As you know, I have struggled heavily these past few months. 
	Despite my best efforts, I know I’m a lost cause.
	So who do I blame?
	Where do I even start?
	You all were supposed to be there for me.
	Especially you, Victor. I saw so much of me in you.
	And you ignored me.
	I’m sure you won’t even notice my death.
	Good fucking riddance.
I leave all my belongings to my wife, Samantha.
The one who cared.”
***
	“I wish he could’ve been here.”
	“Me too, Victor.”
	Church bells faintly sounded from a slightly-open window. One. Two. Victor slowly nodded—they had a few hours.
	“He did truly love you, Victor. I hope you don’t let what happened dictate the truth. Your father’s illness may have seemed like it overshadowed his love of you, but know that wasn’t true. Sometimes, he’d say you were his favorite.”
	Victor felt something growl within him as he slapped his fists on a nearby table. “That’s exactly why I feel so terrible. I should’ve done more to protect him.”
	Samantha walked over, shushing Victor gently. “Victor, it’s not your fault. None of us could’ve predicted this. Here, let’s go fix your hair—it’s been through a lot today.”
	“I don’t care about my hair.”
	“Darling, please. Do it for Rebecca.”
	Rebecca. She was probably having an actual celebration while he deteriorated. Probably looked gorgeous doing it, too. He truly was the luckiest guy in the world, cliché intended. After the suicide, as words of pity rolled in from all sides of the family, Victor felt nothing but disgust. Every syllable was mindless—if anyone had truly cared, they would’ve helped earlier. He read self-help books, joined support groups, even started a blog. Nothing even started to patch up the hole felt deep inside his soul. Without a choice, he bit his tongue and went to church. Perhaps it was the uplifting music, the sweet smell of incense, the shining lights… but during the second service, Victor felt compelled to truly pray.
	“Jesus, if you’re real, please give me a sign it will be okay.”
	As he walked into the gathering area afterward, boxes of fresh doughnuts sat in boxes on a side table. Couldn’t help but chuckle—not quite the sign he wanted but a good temporary fix. His mind juggled the numerous choices as he ambled through the line, eventually settling on a jelly-filled. The sweet smell of coffee, too—he took in a large whiff and smiled as his chest warmed.
	And there she was.
	“That’ll be $1.50,” came a sweet voice at the register.
	Victor stared, entranced by how gentle and kind her face looked. 
“Sir?”
“R-r-right, sorry,” he stumbled out, blinking rapidly and vigorously 
reaching around in his pocket. “Must be the other one,” he said with a nervous chuckle, rummaging again. After far too long, he triumphantly brought out two wrinkled $1 bills.
	“K-k-keep the change… Rebecca” he said with a cheesy smile, eyeing her nametag for the first time.
	She giggled. “Well, I hope you know it all goes to the church.”
	He nodded quickly, feeling sweat drip down the back of his neck. “Of course, of course.” 
	“Enjoy your doughnut, sir.”
	“You, too. I mean, if you’re eating one.” He desperately wanted to itch or at least appear in control.
	“Excuse me, sir, I’d like to pay,” came an elderly, strained voice behind him. 
	“Oh my goodness, yes, I’m so sorry,” Victor exclaimed, taking a large step forward. Great, now he was too far away to turn around and say goodbye to Rebecca. Maybe he could still do it. No, you’d make everything more awkward. Just walk away, Victor.
	His steps certainly felt a little more giddy than before.

Chapter Xb
	Little Darcy, decked out in a blue polka dot dress, almost stole the show. Everyone knew she would struggle with being the flower girl. “Throw petals, Darcy, like this!” some of the mothers demonstrated before the service, giggling when she turned away embarrassed. When it became her shining moment, she made it about halfway down the aisle, the petals scattering in hesitant, meager bursts. Eventually, her four-year-old instincts kicked in. She threw the basket of petals aside with surprising strength, running to her mother as tears streamed down her face. Perhaps the hundreds of eyes staring down at her were too much.
	It all reminded Victor to take a breath and see the joy around him. The only reason he was nervous was because he wanted perfection. He disregarded his earlier panic, feeling instead a sudden, full sense of gratitude. From the altar, he looked out to see people stretching all the way to the back. Every single person had made some sacrifice to be there. They were all in for a surprise, Victor thought proudly. After this service, everyone would shed their formal wear and be forced into pajamas for a nighttime reception. 
	A dramatic organ fanfare engulfed the church in sound. The moment had finally arrived. Victor quaked from a hundred different emotions, all circling into a confusing mess. He didn’t know how he’d react when Rebecca walked out. 
	“She’s going to be beautiful," whispered Carter from the side.
	Victor took a deep breath, letting it stay for a few moments before exhaling forcefully through his nose. He hoped he’d be brought back to that initial doughnut purchase. Absolute attraction. The kind of face speaking a language he thought only he could speak.
	The vestibule doors opened slowly at the very back, giving way to even louder organ fanfare, almost as if Heaven itself had opened. A figure like a giant dove stood motionless in the doorway. Victor felt his mouth droop with shock as he stared at the gorgeous dress—truly one of the whitest objects he’d ever seen. Slowly, she advanced, face downcast. Anticipation bubbled within him with childlike intensity. There were truly no words for how much he craved her.
	And then, a few steps before the altar, she looked up. 
	As a child, 
At that altar, however, Victor was not so logical.
Rebecca’s face lit up with more intensity than any light Victor had seen before. She wasn’t just alive—she herself carried the very fabrics of life with her. All the mosaics came alive and bowed as she walked, commanded by her golden aura. Victor wanted to as well, without question. That same simple woman he met four years ago was right there. She knew his flaws, his fears, his past. It wasn’t enough to turn her away. No, Rebecca wanted to face the everyday battles together, committing to that truth for the rest of their lives. 
She was beautiful.
“Hi,” Victor whispered, getting close to her ear over the deafening music.
“Hi,” she replied, shrill with excitement.
“You… You look beautiful,” Victor said after a brief silence.
She chuckled softly. “But what about you?”
“Hm?”
“You, Victor. You look beautiful, too.”
He tried to conjure up a syllable, a sound. Even as a monstrous organ chord droned on, shaking the very foundation of the church in ecstasy, Victor stood wordless.

