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A dry, hollow sky stretched overhead as Vex tucked the taxi into what
little shade remained in the visitor’s parking lot near the Campus
Health building. The faded blue through her windshield appeared taut
and thin, giving the white lines of cirrus clouds the appearance of runs
in worn, azure silk. She could hardly remember the last time she
looked through the window and saw real clouds. Last year, maybe during monsoon season. It felt like it should be monsoon season now, but
the gush of dry air that greeted her when she opened her door spoke
volumes otherwise.
The intense sunlight threatened to suck the strength out of her,
but little remained to sap. Patrick managed to keep her up all night—
but not exactly in the way she wanted him to. After her little display of
floating above the ventilation shaft, the last bit of ice between his curiosity and his country-boy skepticism about magick broke. And through
that breach spilled every novice question imaginable and several she
herself hadn’t considered. Of course, in the morning he chalked most
of that talk up to being slightly drunk on whiskey and romance. There,
in the play of waking sunlight and gentle fingers, Vex had smiled over
that fading, sleepless moment when she could tell a boy anything, everything—well, almost everything, the solemn whispers of her mother
and the other voices remained a fast held secret yet.

The boy in question, who was currently pulling himself out of
the passenger’s side door of the cab, didn’t look any worse for wear
himself. He sprang lightly from his seat and thrust the door closed with
a smooth motion, barely noticing her jealous attention. The next time
she had him alone, she decided, lips were going to be locked before
questions could be asked.
He shaded his eyes from the sun and noticed her staring at him
across the hood of the cab.
“Tired?”
“Yes,” she said, shaking her keys at him before closing the
door. “I want to know how you do it. I get up at noon and I still feel
sleepy until mid-afternoon, and that’s with coffee.”
“I have a seven-forty class. Calculus. Extreme math early in the
morning; wakes you up real quick.” He shrugged. “After a while it becomes reflex.”
He took the lead. Vex shrugged and fell into step behind him
until they wound out of the parking lot and onto the glittering crushed
rock and cement pathways of ASU, when she settled in at his side. The
long shadows of the various tan and glass buildings that rose on either
side of the walkways retreated slowly as the sun rose higher. Students
on bikes swished past, backpacks bobbing and gears ticking. Here and
there, sometimes in pairs, often alone, more students walked slowly
between buildings, sat on benches in the shade, and sipped from longstrawed containers of water.
Visiting the campus often made her feel a little bit out of place.
Her black outfit of long black pants, silver buckles, metal studded
black collar, and silk swathed shirt would have made her stand out
against the colorful shorts, t-shirts, and bikini tops that students
sported. Patrick, at least, looked the part of a student, wearing a maroon shirt, with gold lettering proclaiming ASU across his chest, and
blue jeans. In spite of her self awareness, few eyes lingered on her or
Patrick long. Most of the student body was too busy getting to or from
someplace, or poring over the still pages of textbooks and notes on
lined paper.
“A bit busy for a Sunday, isn’t it?” Vex discreetly slid out of the
way as an oblivious trio of book-bound students, all wearing glasses
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and enchanted expressions, nearly ran over her as they heatedly discussed some matter of critical importance. As they passed she caught
snippets of snippets of phrases like “network topology,” “routing protocols,” and “I’m doing the Power Point Presentation, give the figures
to me.”
Patrick chuckled. “That would have been a sad end,” he said.
“Trampled by geeks.”
“Shut up,” she said.
“It is a bit busier than it should be,” he said. “Maybe there’s an
event or something.”
Their trek had taken them down a wide corridor of palm trees,
bordered on either side with the flat, bricked faces of various buildings.
In spite of their tropical origins, palm trees enjoyed an inexplicable
popularity in desert hemmed Tempe. So much popularity that an entire
section of campus, Palm Walk, had been dedicated to them. Tall
brown trunks surmounted each by a green splash of fronds bracketing
either side of a narrow appearing cement walk; together they receded
into the distance like a portrait study in perspective and vanishing
points. That particular view found its way onto many university brochures. After visiting the campus so many times, Vex would no longer
connect palm trees to tropical getaways like Hawaii and Tahiti, but instead to the unforgiving urbane landscape of Arizona State University.
“You’d think they’d plant something that actually gave shade,”
Patrick said, reading her mind.
The Social Sciences Building emerged after a little more walking and few turns. An extremely square structure made of tan bricks
and light mortar, with an equally square entranceway cut nearly center
of the facing side. Green vines crawled across the bricks and stone lattices, dangling fragrant, white flowers. Their fallen petals swished
under foot as Vex traced the edge of the wall towards the entrance. All
the promise of shelter beckoned from the square passage that recessed
into the building.
She welcomed the cool embrace of the shade. The architects
had their game on when they designed it for that; the temperature
dropped by at least ten degrees the moment she passed over into
shadow. The entire building had been built as one big square, with a

courtyard-cum-fountain in the middle. An awning of canvas stretched
across the very top of the building, sealing it away from the sun, with
the exception of a small square poked through the center. Right now a
wide slat of sunlight sliced through the opening and illuminated the
repeating, peach colored frieze on the far wall. The covered enclosure
was empty of human presence, aside from a hesitant figure hovering
on the landing of one of the stairwells.
Upon noticing Patrick and Vex entering the courtyard, the person—a student by his dress: a Window Rock T-shirt and dusty kneed
jeans—headed purposefully down the steps and walked directly up to
them. The skin of his arms appeared weathered and tanned, like a
painting of parched desert soil, and she could see dirt caked under his
fingernails. His dark eyes roved over her and Patrick with a ready expertise until, finally, his wide mouth pursed, and his bold Native
American brow creased. He nodded as if confirming something and
spoke.
“Ah, Zedikiel,” he said, now shaking his head. “I apologize if
you don’t know what the hell I’m talking about, but, you must be the
person from the e-mail. He does have a very singular taste. Please tell
me I didn’t just embarrass myself.”
Patrick laughed into his hand and Vex let herself grin like a
bandit.
With a snap she flipped the Tarot card vertical between thumb
and forefingers.
“That would be me,” she said. “I’m Vex and this is
my…boyfriend, Patrick.”
The student started to reach for the card, but stopped short.
“Ah, may I?”
Vex placed the card in his waiting hand and took a polite step
back.
He licked his lips, ran a dirt stained finger over the letters; as he
did his lips moved slowly, and he kept shaking his head. He rolled his
eyes a few times at whatever he read and at the end of it took a deep
breath before looking up again.
“I’m sorry, but I…” Vex began.
“Ah… Jim.” He shook hands with Patrick first, then Vex, giv-
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ing each a nod in turn. “Jimmy Tsosie. I work here.” He thumbed at a
door set in the wall on the other side of the courtyard. “Native American Archaeology and Social Studies. And I’m sorry. I should have
introduced myself.”
“No problem,” she said. “We’ve had quite an interesting time
with this little card. Had to get it translated. E-mailed you… It’s been
an adventure.”
“That’s Richard,” Jim said. “He has a taste in…well.” He gestured to her. “Goth chicks, and one might say that the Tarot card
matches your likeness rather well. Don’t you say? This is an old game
we used to play, ciphers and languages, it’s what I’m good at. Nowadays, I read the histories out of the beads, pottery, and clothing.
“If you don’t mind, we can retire to my office where it’s air
conditioned and try to decipher what this card is all about.”
When Jim turned around to lead them to his office Vex noticed
that his braided hair fell to just below his wide belt.
Patrick nudged her in the ribs with another chuckle. “His hair
is a lot longer than yours.”
“I like my hair the length it is,” she said. At the moment it fell
to a few inches below her shoulders, if she hunched funny. Remembering that she reminded herself not to slouch; something that came from
driving the taxi long hours, other drivers, she’d seen, seemed to collapse around the steering wheels. Not her. Her father had taught her
young how to stand straight and tall, shoulders back, chin up. Patrick
grinned in her peripheral vision; she shot him a narrow look and he
avoided her gaze.
Jim Tsosie’s office was a simple affair of four white walls, a
desk, one wall completely covered with filing cabinets, and another
wall taken up by staggered shelves. Several high windows showed a
wide swath of open sky through some latticed stonework, shaded by an
overhang. The shelves, and the tops of the cabinets, held various Native American relics. The artifacts took two forms: bits of pottery,
broken and whole, set on thickly woven cloth and pictures of similar
items. Most of the artifacts and photographs came along with sheets of
imprinted paper with foil seals marking authenticity.
Vex took a look over the pictures while Jim went out into the

hall to rustle up a pair of chairs for her and Patrick to sit in. A few of
the photographs had been taken of rock faces, often petroglyphs of
musicians, gathering figures, and other various social depictions. Many
of the bits of pottery seemed to show similar things, although, most of
them were just repeating designs of varying complexity. Some photographs showed the easily recognizable Kokopelli figure with flute and
feather headdress, but others had more angular, Kachina-like figures
made from lines and dots.
One image in particular that caught her attention, another conflation of dots and lines, depicted an angular bird with great wings
spread side to side, haloed by jagged bolts of lightning. The Thunderbird. The truly intriguing part of the photo was that the thunderbird
had been etched into the rock right next to a petroglyph of Kokopelli.
In Vex’s experience, the two didn’t go together. Gentle voices mumbled when her fingers touched the glass over the photo-paper;
incautiously, she strained to listen to their words…
The windows rattled as a loud plane passed overhead. The
noise stuttered against the walls and rattled the pictures and pottery.
The sudden noise caught Vex by surprise. Embarrassed that she was
molesting one of Jim’s photos, she removed her hand as if bitten, but
he wasn’t in the room to notice. Patrick, who stood near the window,
lifted his head to study the fleeting shadow as the noise faded.
“Thanks for waiting,” Jim said as he slid back into the room.
One chair glided on rickety wheels as he pushed it and another rattled
as he pulled it. “We’ve been hurting for funding,” he explained. “First
thing we started losing was furniture. My boss, doesn’t believe in firing
people if she doesn’t have to. So, we share chairs. Please, sit.”
After Patrick and Vex sat, Jim eased himself into his chair with
a practiced motion that would probably serve him well if he ever became a professor and had to entertain students. He slid the card onto
the center of the bare desk and regarded it as if it were an interesting
specimen for him to dissect.
“As you know, I had it translated,” she said, “but I am wondering if you can tell me what it’s about.”
“Richard,” Jim said. “First, I have to warn you, he was probably hitting on you when he gave you this. So, chances are he was

Vexations: Poetry

Kyt Dotson

7
feeling you out to see if you were someone worth his while. He’s a real
mystic, my friend Ritchie, always going on about the Great Spirits and
ley lines and Tarot, but it’s hard to tell how seriously he’s taking it.
Some days more than most.”
“He didn’t give this to me directly,” Vex said. “He gave it to a
friend, who brought it to me. He told her to deliver the card to the
person it reminded her of. I don’t think I even know your friend.”
“That’s out of character for him.” He lifted the card from the
table again and squinted his eyes at its text. “That is very much out of
character. It’s poetry on the card, like we used to write to each other,
except that it’s written to very much sound like a quatrain.
“Also, some of these phrases are particular to our poetry. I’ll
translate, and you tell me if it means anything to you.”
With a voice as clear and powerful mountain air, he read:
Four chalices poured into one;
Phoenix builds a new Babel: a tower of bones.
Falling stars counting three and four.
The seal upon A Mountain shatters;
The old formulas are undone.

Vexations: Poetry

Julie felt the cramp in her side gnawing with each step she took. You’re
just out of shape, you need to suck it up, she told herself, unconvincingly, as
she trudged along the side of the mountain. Ten thirty wasn’t even yet
rolling around, but she was already missing the meeting at the ‘A’. The
decision on the spot for the Sunday morning vigil hadn’t exactly been
unanimous, with Julie being one of those against—as she bent over
next to a fragrant desert bush, panting, she wished she had been more
vocal.
Halfway up the mountain already and the view was breathtaking. Beneath her the rolling side of the rock-strewn mountain flushed
out like a carpet of sandstone browns pocked with green flourishes
that set the stage for the cityscape of Tempe. Black roads crisscrossed
into the distance, bordering glittering silver buildings, populated by tiny
flashes of light off the windshields of cars. Even more distant, the city
melted into a black and steel blur of a square-tooth jigsaw, sharply dividing between the watercolor riot of browns, grays, and black of the
city against the sharp, clear blue of the sky. To Julie, it looked almost as
if the sky had clamped itself down on the distant city and was squeezing it into melted, distant shapes.
A dry wind skipped ahead, along the dusty asphalt road. The
paved path meandered lazily up the side of the mountain, breaking
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apart the brush and rocks so that she could more easily ascend. The air
felt heavy on her shoulders where it touched her; it didn’t lift the
weight of the sun’s heat bristling down. In that moment of relative silence, Julie wondered about how she hadn’t seen anyone else walking
the little road.
There had to be other people late to the vigil.
Sure, she’d missed the gathering at the base of the mountain
for everyone to ascend together, but they should have been there even
a little late. The vigil itself had several sections and would last over an
hour. She frowned. Maybe someone had cancelled the entire thing and
didn’t tell her? She checked her cell phone. It had three bars of reception, no new voicemail, no text messages. She shook her head and
flipped it closed. She was late. That explained it.
Cell phone in hand—just in case she was wrong—Julie trucked
up the path, determined not to let being out of shape stop her again.
She had rested once already. This wasn’t that steep of an incline.
Today the concrete and steel ‘A’ installed onto the mountainside maintained its usual dress of goldenrod yellow. Often, rival
football teams playing against the Sun Devils would sneak up the
mountain during the night and paint the ‘A’ their own team colors, but,
because it was not football season, the letter remained largely unmolested. The huge letter on the side of the mountain had been there ever
since Julie had started her classes at ASU a year before. She didn’t
know the entire history of it, whole told, but it dominated most pictures of the school and appeared on brochures from years before.
A noise reached Julie’s ears, it sounded like a person talking
under their breath, but she couldn’t see anyone. The ‘A’ became visible
over a bulge of boulders and gravel, one of its bright yellow legs poking between some sage brush. Quickly, more of the ‘A’ came into view
and Julie began to see people sitting and laying around it. Small taper
candles—a symbolic gesture, not intended to actually be lit—
smoldered in motionless hands, and wafted the scent of lavender and
pine with the smell of desert rocks.
“Hello?” she said. “I’m sorry that I’m late but—”
Something wet and yielding crunched underfoot.
She stopped in her tracks.

Julie couldn’t breathe, her head swam. Her cell phone slipped
from her hands and skipped off her foot. The tip of her shoe glistened
with blood. A crowd of empty gazes transfixed her where she stood. A
body—one of many—wrapped and twisted around the structure of the
‘A’, clutched a guttering candle. Wax dribbled from beneath the failing
flame over the staring, dead eyes of the corpse.
The murmur became louder.
It was someone whimpering, chanting the same thing over and
over.
“Oh my god…oh my god.”
If Vex had hoped that the Tarot card’s journey would be ended here,
she wasn’t so sure that was in the cards now. A niggling suspicion
plucked at the back of her mind, the new phrases of the poem sparked
a ripple through the ever-present whispers that lingered there. Patrick
and Jimmy had gotten themselves into a conversation about some of
the images hanging on the back wall, and left her to think to herself
about the things they’d discussed.
Jimmy kept the impression that his friend, Richard, wandered
too far afield to be taken seriously in most things, but Vex wasn’t so
sure in this case. The Tarot card’s writing, the Enochain, written in picture-perfect calligraphy and with enough clarity of forethought to get it
to her struck her more than simple frippery. The usual Pagan types
who wrapped themselves up in all the gauze and trappings of magical
incantations, ceremonies, and books they didn’t understand, tended to
be mysterious for only the sake of mystery. They also liked to revel in
their own egos.
The picture of the rock drawings displaying Kokopelli standing
with the Thunderbird once again drew her eyes, but she decided not to
tempt fate by listening too intently to the seductive dusky murmurs.
Enough problems had been passed to her this day without adding
more on top of them.
Jimmy’s voice reminded Vex of what she expected an old Indian storyteller to sound like. Patrick had asked a question about a
particular petroglyph depicting a coyote and a series of tall men waving
arms. Jimmy’s melodic voice, speaking with the reverberations of prac-
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ticed oration, told a story about Coyote defeating a monster and restoring the world. One that she had heard told before, by her mother,
probably during one of their visitations to the various Hohokam ruins
that spread around the city like an under painting, barely visible beneath the steel and glass brushstrokes of Phoenix.
Near the end of the story, she noticed some photographs scattered on the table, carelessly poking out from beneath a stack of
papers. The corner she could see gave the impression of a drawing
chalked onto the side of a red brick wall, a wall that reminded her distinctly of the buildings around Mill Avenue.
“What’s this?” she asked, teasing the photograph out from under the sheet of paper with her finger. As it revealed itself she could
see more of a chalk marking scratched hastily onto the very recognizable red brick wall. The drawing had the appearance of a petroglyph,
with all the angles and scrapings, but it had been obviously etched out
by a modern hand. The figure appeared to be made up of a single line,
zigzagging up the wall and broken by bent legs that created V’s up the
central body line and terminated with a triangular “head” and “antennae.” It distinctly reminded her of a centipede.
“Graffiti,” Jimmy said. “A hobby of mine. I collect images of
graffiti when it appears around the city. That…is a new one. I haven’t
been able to pin it down to a gang or any particular tagger, and often it
comes in different forms and shapes.” He nodded slowly as if thinking
to himself. “I’ve got more pictures of those types of drawings from all
around Phoenix. That one, I think, came from the side of the Andre
building, nearby on Mill.”
“There’s something eerily familiar about these,” she said.
Another aircraft rumbled overhead, this time much closer to
the ground. The thudding of the engine drummed a staccato beat into
the walls that reached a quick crescendo and then tapered off as the
sound fled into the distance.
“Damn,” Patrick muttered, getting up to peer out the window,
“that’s the second helicopter so far. I wonder what’s going on to have
them flying so low.”
“I thought those were planes,” Vex said.
He smiled smugly. “Definitely choppers, they’re flying fast and

low. There were a few at the army base near my home town. We’d
have to listen to them flying nearby at school every now and again.”
Jimmy Tsosie didn’t voice any opinion about the whole affair.
Vex simply shrugged.
“What do you think of the poem?” Jim asked. “Mean anything
to you? Not that I expect it to…this is Richard, after all. You don’t
know him like I do.”
“No,” she said. “It doesn’t. Except that I can’t keep myself
from thinking that it should. Is the A Mountain in the poem the same
one that we know?”
“It is. In fact, that’s one of our little codes. Since it’s a landmark we sometimes used it in codes to tell each other where to meet
each other. You can almost grid out the places in Tempe where you
can see the ‘A’. We used it as a coordinate system. He used to hunt
down barely visible petroglyphs around the area and relay them to me
with cryptic messages.”
“Like the Kokopelli?” Vex asked. “I say so because the color
of the rocks is a lot like what I’m used to seeing around here.”
“What’s a Kokopelli?” asked Patrick. He shifted uncomfortably
in his seat when both Jimmy and Vex looked at him. He put up his
hands as if to fend them off, then flattened them in a shrug. “I’m just a
simple country boy.” He winked at Vex. “Not from ‘round these
parts.”
She stuck her tongue out at him. Jimmy chuckled at the exchange, a deep and enjoyable laugh.
“Kokopelli,” he said, “is best described as the hunch-backed
flute player. You’ve probably seen him a few times on the images that I
have in this room, and in Arizona artwork in knickknack stores. Come
to think of it, I probably have a tchotchke or something with his image
on it in my desk drawer. To the People he is often a fertility god, and
many believe that the hunch of his back is probably a pack full of seeds
or, in the case of actual fertility, children.
“He appears in a lot of stories and art. Anasazi, Pueblo, Navajo, Hopi, Zuni—Kokopelli really does get around. It’s no surprise to
me that he also haunts the minds of the average American enough that
t-shirts and statues with his image sell as tourist gimmicks.”
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“I think I’ve seen these before,” Patrick said. “He’s got the
things sticking out of his head, holding the flute.”
“Those probably depict a feathered headdress,” Jimmy said.
“The picture that Vex noticed actually came from nearby. It’s an after
picture. Someone had spray painted a tag over it. The centipede you
noticed, actually, and we were called out to see if we could undo the
damage.”
“Do you have to deal with graffiti often?” Vex held up one of
the pictures of the chalk centipede and tried to remember why it felt so
significant. She felt certain she’d seen it before—except that, strangely,
the voices that offered instruction had fallen silent. She could almost
hear them holding their collective breath, an immense pregnant pause
like an auditorium filled with expectant professors hovering over a
genius student. Yet, nothing.
“No.” Jimmy broke in for her, she looked up. The photograph
fluttered back onto the table. “Not because it doesn’t happen so much
as it goes unreported and there’s no way we could keep up with it anyway. In that case, though, we were able to remove the tag without
damaging the rock beneath—”
The phone on the desk abruptly began to ring.
“Strange, nobody knows I’m here today…”
“We should let you get that,” Vex said, nodding to Patrick.
“Thank you for your time, Jimmy.”
“You’re welcome,” he said, rising to shake her hand and Patrick’s in turn. The phone continued to ring plaintively. “It was a
pleasure speaking with you. If you happen to meet Richard, send him
my way. Okay? And you have a good day.”
After the door to Jimmy’s offices clicked closed behind them,
Patrick leaned close.
“Seems a pleasant fellow,” he said.
Vex pushed him playfully. “Yes, I rather liked him. Though, I
have this weird feeling that I’m not yet rid of this Tarot card. Want to
go get a bite at the MU? Some of the food places are probably still
open.”
“A bite it is. Lead the way.”

Vexations: Hohokam

Sirens wailed sullenly in the distance, whistling through Tempe on their
appointed rounds, as Vex and Patrick strolled through the ASU campus. The sun had risen high, with no longer a single cloud visible from
horizon to horizon to mar the unbroken cornflower blue canvas. In
the lead, Vex traced a well-trod route that kept to the narrow spaces
between buildings where the shadows held back the heat of day. The
sandstone browns of the various structures stood square and blocky
bringing with them tall and wide shadows and the smell of desert
shade.
Only a handful of students moved through the courtyard in
front of the Memorial Union, passing over the grey and red tiles without pause. Vex ascended the few steps that lead up to a shallow dais
that supported the fountain in the middle of the courtyard. Of course,
the fountain was empty, a shell of smooth river rocks, covered with
dust. Little shade could be had from the stunted trees outlining the
four edges of the dais. Patrick sat next to her when she slid herself
onto one of the sheltered benches.
After seating himself he regarded her with a raised eyebrow.
“So, what’s next?” he said. “Are we going to go cast a few
spells at your Tarot card? Go looking for a tower of bones? Difficult to
hide one of those, I’ll bet.”
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“I thought we could talk.”
“I thought we were going to get a bite.”
She smiled in spite of herself. “Yes, that too.” Reaching out,
she took his hand in hers and lowered her chin slightly. “I feel like we
need to talk about last night. At first you were all…talkative, and this
morning suddenly you’ve clammed up.”
“It’s not every day you discover your girlfriend can levitate,” he
said, “and I don’t mean like from Ghost Busters. I must admit…it was
extremely strange. Not that I’m not used to strange things when you’re
involved.”
She just sat a moment, silent, trying to think of something to
say. Patrick took it as a cue to keep going.
“I apologize for the sarcasm, really. Levitation aside, I’m still
not sure how I can believe that Jamie was trying to sacrifice me…
What you did last night. That was amazing. This morning, though, I
thought I was maybe dreaming. I figured I’d wake up on your couch
and—”
“But you didn’t.”
“No, I didn’t,” he said and squeezed her hand. “I woke up next
to you and I knew that was real. But, ever since I spent that night with
you at Denny’s my life has been strange. You don’t know how many
times I answered my phone hoping it was you just because of whatever
new oddity you’d be getting me into. New Age shops, gypsies, crystals,
candles…all that doesn’t really faze me.
“But until last night it was all safe and distant. And by distant, I
mean, I couldn’t touch it. I could imagine it was a movie or the adorable quirk of a Goth girl that I happen know. This morning, for a
moment, I wasn’t sure what was real anymore.”
“I’m all real.”
“If I told my father about this he’d ask me if I was dating
David Copperfield’s daughter.”
Vex bared her teeth grinning, and shook her head. “You
should tell him that I’m one of those city girls he’s always warned you
about.”
“I think you’d only be half right,” he said. “There’s no warning
anyone about you. You’re something else…” He leaned close to add,

whispering in her ear, “Do you think we can do that levitation thing
again? You know, now that I know you can do it. Maybe teach me how
to do it? Just like the next guy, I want to be the one who sweeps the
girl off her feet.”
She kissed him and let it linger for a moment. “Sure, baby.”
“I’m okay,” Patrick said. Letting go of her hand, he glanced
across the fountain at the MU building and a patch of sky over her
shoulder. “I just need some time to digest all this. Speaking of digesting, up for some cafeteria food?” He fished in his pocket for a moment
and withdrew a red and yellow card. “Lunch is on me.”
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Patrick managed to open the door without letting go of her hand. A
few steps in, she whispered in his ear, and together they flipped off the
sentry camera simultaneously while skipping past, holding hands. Inside was remarkably chilled compared to the outside. The MU smelled
of floor polish and day-old carpet cleaner. Vex’s boots clunked heavily
as her swishing strides barely kept ready pace with Patrick’s longer legs.
Scattered students, milling about, paused in their conversations to look
and she smiled back at them with her best “he’s mine” wolf grin.
“Do you really do that every time you walk past it?” he asked.
“When I remember.” Vex shrugged. “I imagine that somewhere, in their moldy old archives, is a sequence of me flipping that
thing off over and over and over, each time I’m wearing a different
outfit. Like stop motion.”
The Memorial Union took a place at the heart of ASU campus,
providing the daily sundry things that any student might want: food,
company, and places to study. Downstairs had pool tables, video
games, and some fast food restaurants, which extended their reach
onto the ground floor. The upstairs contained mostly meeting rooms
of various sizes, a few of which she had seen when visiting various
campus clubs and student friends. In earlier times a room could be had
with a simple deposit and a student ID card, but recent times had restrictions closing.
The wall nearby caught her attention and she tugged Patrick to
a stop. A tall poster displaying a series of white on black symbols
dominated with the afterglow image of a girl’s face. The symbols edged
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slowly outwards from the face and melted into a colorless rain atop
some words: THE CRÜXSHADOWS AT THE BASH ON ASH. FEATURING:
TORRE DE HUESOS, KNUCKLECUT, AND GRIM RITUAL.
“Very nice,” Vex said. “That’s Tuesday.”
Patrick leaned back away from the poster, trying to take it in.
“You know them? Hey, Grim Ritual, sounds like it’s right up your alley—oof.”
She nudged him gently in the ribs. “Don’t know them, sorry.
But the Crüxshadows, them I know. If you’re going to have a Goth
girlfriend, you’re going to need an education in the music. Want to
sweep me off my feet?” She pointed her finger at the poster. “Busy
Tuedsday night?”
“No.”
“Baby, you are now.”
He stood for a moment, looking long at the poster as she
walked away, clomping down the hall towards the steps that would
take her up to the cafeteria level. Noticing that he wasn’t following,
Vex looked back. “Coming?”
The “bite to eat” ended up resolving itself as some Taco Bell.
Barely defined bits of ground meat mixed with almost-vegetables and
wrapped in tortilla shells. Having totally skipped any form of breakfast—much to Patrick’s dismay when he informed her that she had
nothing left in her fridge—Vex felt happy to be eating anything, even
if it was from a place she oft referred to as “Toxic Hell.”
The T.V. droned on in the background; she barely listened, until Patrick spoke up.
“That explains the choppers,” he said.
“—the police have not made a statement at this time but from what we
can see here there are at least twenty dead in what will likely become the most gruesome massacre ever to strike the heart of Tempe.” The images of the screen
flashed between the stupor-shocked faces of onlookers behind police
cordons on a street—it looked like Mill Ave—and helicopter shots of
the ‘A’ on A Mountain. The same sequences repeated over and over as
the toneless commentator rattled off names and numbers. “From what
information we have now, the Sun Devil Social Club may make up most of the
victims, they were scheduled to hold a morning vigil at sunrise at the ‘A’ on the

mountain. Back to you Ann.” “Thank you Frank, what a terrible tragedy, have
the police said anything about suspects?”
As she watched the screen flickered, all the rest of the room
darkened as if to allow the television more light. The dark-against-light
faces of the news anchors remained the same but the rest of the image
wobbled, afterimages peeling away. The commentators looked at one
another, at profile to the camera, as they spoke. One of the afterimages, a T.V. signal ghost, didn’t quite match the woman it reflected.
The broadcast went freeze-frame like someone hitting pause on a VCR
and the ghost turned to face Vex.
This is not your errand, daughter, it said.
She reached up and touched the Eye of Isis painted around her
left eye. It was intact. Her teeth clenched as a wave of anger rushed up
her spine, giving fire to her thoughts.
“What the fuck do you want?”
Images swept her then. A rushing deluge of dreadful imagery:
bodies strewn like so much chaff; entrails snaked, glistening like red
leather in the Arizona heat; limbs broken and shattered, bent akimbo
into ghoulish angles—some of the disembodied arms even held candles. Blood dripped over faces slack with death, eyes clouded and
white, mouths open, still screaming. The bodies, she could not count
them, were dismembered and reassembled into a gristly diagram of
twisted flesh.
Further, we cannot see. The single voice had become a chorus,
echoing into itself with an endless reverb. As it continued to speak the
multiple voices melded again into one melodic throat. You cannot save
them, those who were lost. Do not bear the burden of that grief. If you must understand, go where I bid you. You must give up this path.
“I’ll do what I want.” Anger swelled in her chest like a living
fire, burning her insides as she reached for her power.
The ghost afterimage stared, a pained expression stretching its
features. It warped strangely over the face of the anchorwoman, as if
straining to remain corporeal. The eyes that were not eyes searched her
face; the lips that were not lips parted to speak.
You have all you need in your possession. Go to the stones.
“I hate you.”
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With those three words she let loose the hounds of her power,
the fury inspired force of her will unleashed thunder into the world.
The sound of a portcullis gate slamming boomed. On the TV screen,
ghostly vision ballooned outwards violently; the whole of the universe
seemed to expand, shoved away from her. The ghost’s chin dropped as
it vanished and the television screen itself disappeared into the everwidening distance. The darkness fell away.
In a blur, the world snapped back into focus like a rubber-band
snapping. Vex had dropped her food; and her ears rang like the inside
of a school bell on a Friday afternoon. Tears dripped down her cheeks
in part from the exertion and part from the content of the visions
themselves. One hand slowly extended to brace herself against the table.
“Jesus-fucking-christ.” Patrick had also set down his food. His
eyes were rapt on the television screen. “My floor RA…the girl who
got murdered in the room next door to mine, she was something big in
that club. Covered her door with their butt ugly bumper stickers.
“They were some sort of holier-than-thou social club that did
community service, knocked on your door on Saturday afternoons, and
gave most Sororities a run for their money…”
He trailed off, eyes descending from the screen to look at Vex.
Suddenly, she wished that she could hide. Absently, her hand lifted to
wipe away one of the tears. She didn’t touch the other eye; she couldn’t
remember if she’d used the waterproof makeup or not—a smudge
now would have terrible consequences.
“Jesus, I’m sorry,” he said, reaching across the table. “Did you
see someone you know?”
Vex didn’t have the heart to say that in fact, she did, instead
something he’d just said stuck in her mind. She hardened her heart and
her voice.
“What did you just say?”
“Did you know someone in that club?”
She shook her head. “Before that.”
“Uh,” he said. “Well, this Sun Devil Social, the club they just
now mentioned on the news, the girl who lived next door to me belonged to it. The one who was murdered… Her club.”

“Something’s not right about this,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
“Sorry about what?”
“I’m amazed I never said this earlier.” Vex dropped the napkin
onto her tray. “Patrick, take me to your room.”
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Be sure to see—and pick up—the Vexations Seasons series!
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