A scone grudgingly diffuses the light in a parsimoniously furnished room.

Several seats and a lectern rise from a carpet matching in their color as well as in their fabric: a false velvet in earth tones.

Adjacent to the lectern, a man stands with barely a razor blade between his back and the wall.  His head inclines over a tray framed with his hands.  His eyes move from left to right. His lips purl statements for himself: He is reading.

Everything is solemn: him, his attitude, the furniture surrounding him down to the very choice of the color applied on the room's walls.

His three-piece suit is a bit long for him at the sleeves, but the shoulders' seams are at the right place.  

Underneath it, there is a regular white shirt.  The collar is starched properly, leaving only a finger space between the animated Adam's apple.  Splitting what is seen of the shirt into two almost even space, there is a red tie.  The tip of the tie trails into a bible, opened in the man's hand.  The tie bobbles when the dark haired man does swallow.  

And Cianan does swallow a great deal, today.

His somber face creases with shifting emotions. The mouth draws a thin straight line in it.  The lips corners turn downward. His brows furrows on his eyes heavily.  

But yet, something recurrently lights his glance for unknown reasons.  

Perhaps a mere play of the amber lighting in his glasses but the absence of waves on his forehead signals the genuineness of the feeling invading him: 

Amused or pleased by what he reads.

A little commotion attracts his attention and he looks to the closed door as it slowly but surely opens.

A smile buds on Cianan lips, even before the "other" enters.  

He waits silently, his face illuminated.  His expression lighten, he distances himself from the wall, placing an elbow on the lectern.

The "other" takes agonizing times to get inside.  He does not open the door wide, but just enough to slit in his slender body, holding to the inner knob part and, as soon as his second leg passes, he closes the door by pressing his whole body on the knob.  He rolls his eyeballs in their orbit, aiming to the ceiling before closing them and sighing.

- They’re nuts...forgive them! He murmurs before a second sigh escapes from his parted lips.

 Cian’s smile widens even more.

- Till now, I didn't know if you would have come.  He says to the newly arrived.

- Oh? I'm not welcome? The shorter man replies as he confidently walks toward his friend.

He smiles and amusement can also be read in his blue eyes. He is dressed in an identical to Cianan, except for the color.  His tie is yellow, for instance.

-  It was not justifying a trip back from Mars' colony.  Cian suggests on a joking tone.

-  Look who is talking: it was not even justifying a trip back from Australia!

-  Nevertheless, we are both there now, facing each others like in the old time.

The frank hand shake serves soon to pull on the other man and so Cianan manly embraces Nystan.

- Old times like when bibles were still on papers and you would doubt on anything coming from internet. He says.
Nystan laughs.

-Careful, not everyone has that privilege, yet. He cautions, patting his friend’s back.
Cianan smiles and as they part, still shaking Nystan’s hand a moment, he shows the device left in his other hand.

-  This is how I love technology revolution.  We had to loosen up, sooner or later, and let them in as “Acceptable progress”.  Paper bibles were way outdated.

-  Perhaps it will be better if we go, now?  Nystan implores with a strong French accent in his way to speak as well as in his flow of speech.  His glance goes back to the door. I ignore how long I will hold myself “sane” if we stay longer than we should.

- But, you haven't told me how you are?

- I am. Nystan answers tersely. I want too get done with "that" if we may? We'll have a day before my next transport where I can chat your ear off with my own self.  Plenty enough to take news of each other and makes it for the years since we are in different fields, right?

-Oh I see. Just a minute, then. Cianan claims with a raising index.  His eyes fall back on his bible with again that amused sparks in them.  

Nystan waits shifting his weight from one foot to the other and shuffling them a bit, aimlessly.  Looking around, he sits in his waiting.  His left hand reaches the last button of the jacket and he fidgets with it.  Then he has a Chester cat grin, spying on his old friend. 

- It happened so fast.  He whispers with a little teehee.  His gaze turns to the ceiling once again.

Cianan distractedly nods, still looking seriously at his e-book.  The fingers of the left hand get near his mouth and he softly nibbles the skin underneath some nails, deeply preoccupied.  When he finally realized what he is doing, the fingers part away from the teeth and he blushes apologetically.

- Old habit.

- You're all but forgiven. Nystan says, getting on his feet.

He titers a second time and he draws closer, placing a flat opened hand on his friend's back.  

- I would have preferred this to be a dream. Cianan says, suddenly rolling his "r".  He sighs and a finger touches the screen.  

"Bip.  Bip.  Marking page.  " The e-bible emits.

-  You're always the first with those entire new gadgets around, aren't you? I am still coping with my old faithful paper bible, you knew?

Cianan smiles. 

-  But you have the most interesting positions.  Mars.  .  .  Who would have thought of that?  One day going to spread the Gospel on Mars!

In all answer, his companion points to the door.  

-  She would have, Cian.  You know?

On this thought, both men become grave and contemplative till Cian talks:  

-  Yeah, she would.  

After that, Cian ambles toward the door, chin leveled, with such a rooster bearing.  

Nystan lingers behind, still lost somewhere in his thought. His nose descends to the floor and his eyes trembles.

Cian halts and exhibits a playful smirk.  He turns fully on his heel, facing Nystan.

-  Netty... No more in a hurry? He says,  pausing a moment before calling: Alors, tu viens?

He walks some more, unlatches then holds the massive door ajar.  The panel gives the impression that Cian would be easily crushes by them, but his arms are relax and the biceps not even bent more than it takes to keep your arms at chest height.  

-Everything is fakes, here. Nystan whines as he reaches his friend’s location. The door, the chipping gold of the scone, People.
Cian hushes.
-We are now entering in “enemy’s ground”.. We’ll talk of all that later. He says to Nystan, tenderly pushing him outside the room and closing the door as they left.

They walk out the room, through a corridor where people of all ages are talking.  

The place budges with effervescence:  Individuals are getting in and out either of the doors that composes the irregular tapered hallway.  At the apex, the exit on the street, heavily lighten.  Factions of smokers are flocking around the vacuum posts in between the two doors.  Most adepts are very old.

Nystan can't resist and pulls on his partner's sleeves.  Cian slants faintly to lend an ear to his kindred spirit.  

-  Ready to belong to a museum. He says with a smile.

Cian swallows waves in his eyes.

-  I would be appreciative if you could keep Kocha's expressions for yourself while we are here.  I don't want to ... to...

- Oh.  Emotion, right? I am sorry.

Nystan silences respectfully for a short time, but then he joshes something more, in a hush to Cian, subtly pointing to the smokers with his chin: 

- You have to admit she was right. She was truly a good observer. They all look like made of wax.  Indeed, with the lighting in the porch, they are displaying this texture and color.  

Memory rekindles some amused sparks in Cian's glance.

He grins widely and constrains himself to laugh about this.  He inclines is head again to slide in his friend's ear.  

- If I were you, I would try to not put somebody's nose out of joint.  They are easily pricked, so be extra-careful, alright?

Then his smile turns in one made of plastic when he bows of the head to salute someone they almost ran into.  He pegs graciously Nystan’s arm, preventing the distracted man to enter in collision with this other more than in a hurry to get himself light up.

The smaller man is drawn on by the purposeful action away from the hazard.  

 - Alright.  Alright.  Nystan replies, unaware to the circumspect dance he was just the partner in.

Obliquely positioned to one the others, concave tubes fill up the walls space, in rank on both side of the passageway.

Wide openings in the front allow witnessing that, in some of them; translucent people stands, interacting with people around their platform, but captive there.  In others, opaque people wear masks and gloves and seem millions of kilometers away.  Others wait to be used, their light bulb over the opening flashing to catch the attention of anyone that would like to use those devices.

The see-through people are not really there, of course.

- Not everyone had the chance to take a navel like us.  It does make me fell important, in some way. Even not of the dignitary of this world.  You? Cian asks.

His grip releases off Nystan’s arm as he avoids some people to draw near a board.  The object displays an inventory in a very similar way and color than one listing the airport arrivals and departures.

- There is no other family mourning here  this week.  The others rooms are empty.  

Announces Cian, raising his brows before he continues: Which means that ...everyone present in there came for Kocha. A handful of people really knew her, certainly. Most of them she perhaps never saw of her life.  Huh Nystan? Nystan?

Cian's glance crosses the one of people showing gloomy faces, but to hear them talk gives an idea that there is something feeling out of place:

Cian observes a moment, he squints his eyes.  He stays there, just watching.  People flow around him, moving away as soon as they realized Cian pays some attention to them.  All the whispers create a buzz.  Cian shakes is head to get out is bewilderment. And then he advances, in search of his companion. 

He locates where the man is. Without hesitation, he walks toward him.  He has to steer clear of people randomly coming from all directions.

- I feel a bit awkward. You’re totally right about the “fake” you mentioned earlier. It really feels like a circus or some sort.  A show, those people act like some distance exists between what they display and what they are really feeling.  I saw no one sincere, by all mean. He says to Nystan when he arrives near him.

Nystan hears him not; he peers intently at one of the tube. 

- Can I...? Nystan tentatively requests, captivated by the holo-tube.  He moves near one of it. He takes a mask in hand, but Cian pats him, then tights his fingers on the other shoulder, shaking his head unhurriedly with the lips tight.

- No.

The younger man shrugs and places the mask where it belongs. He follows without a protestation, close to his friend.  Almost shoulder to shoulder.

- Was it not you that was in a hurry to “finish” this not a moment ago?

Nystan shrugs.

- I just like gadgets.

- I thought the Mars’s colony was an advanced one? Cian questions, a frank surprise in his voice.
-  Yeah, sort of.  It’s still tested here before.
As they proceed to walk inside another room and pay their respect like in the old tradition Kocha's parents abide in, they are watched with conceit glance; whispers grow in their back.  Suddenly they become a sort of the center of the attention. They hear their names several times, but when they turn to see who called or spoke, the people conceal themselves behind a polite, but forced, smile.

Everywhere they look, they have the same answer back to their wandering glances: an invitation to look elsewhere.

- Are you going to say a prayer for her soul? One elderly woman asks.

The two men look at each other.  Cian tilt his head, but Nystan finally answers, knowing fully of the other approval in what ever will get out his lips.  

-  We are there as her 'friends', our prayers we will do for ourselves.  We are not working here. 

Saying that, their fleeting glance fall on the priest, there.  His glance on them is cold, his arms crossed on his chest, defiant. He is the one who preside this kind of bizarre family get-together.

-  I am not intended to share either. He announces sullenly. I tolerate you two here only by respect for the dead daughter of ONE of my parishioner. But, I will keep my eyes on you, false prophets. And God Himself is not releasing His watch.

- Don't worry... father?... we are not here to take your sheep out your lead. Cian retorts in a softer tone than the one the priest used on him.

- I don't worry, there is only one Shepherd.

- You said it. Cian says dryly, pressing Nystan to move along.

Nystan waits that the irate priest walk away, then he slips in Cian's ear:

-  He sounded like he was "not worried" for you?

Cian shakes his head, keeping his serious expression.

-  If I would have been that "not worried" for Kocha, continues Nystan, she will still be there.

Cian inclines his head and whispers to Nystan:

-You could not have known. Don't start feeling guilty. We have more problems here that required your attention than thinking on what you should have done. It will lead us no where if we keep sobbing on the past. Comprende?
Nystan nods, looking to the door leading back to the corridor and then he continues to wade at Cian's side.

- The cold meal served downstairs and thee coffees attract more audience than her cold corpse.

-Netty, can you stop the macabre reference, please?

- Bah.  I need entertainment.

-It looks like you are just about to be served at that level. Cian declares, gazing toward a get-together ahead.

Different people gather around an elderly lady that claims she saw it all in the stars.  She saw what would happen to Kocha.  And she is going on with strong details about the accepted truth that was perhaps not all that has to be said about it.  

-  I don't know those people. Nystan states as they approaches the group.

-  Neither does me. I don't even think God knows them.

A card is held to the men and they both examine it.

-  Numerology, tarot, astrology. My! She is allowed to predication, she distributes her cards and people are swallowing those snakes like it was the absolute truth. Nystan complains under his breath.  His face displays that he refuses to accept this reality.

- Bah! Don’t take it that way.  It's just fun. A lady that overheard him says.  I could have bet it was you, Nystan Fizzle. I am Kocha’s cousin: Ghana. Remember? You use to make me reach the ceiling when I was a toddler?

She extends her hand to shake the one of Cian, and then of Nystan.

-That's how we don't know people, then, we all aged.

Ghana giggles.

-  Yeah, it's kind of weird to just see each other once every ten years. You should come and visit.  IF you can suffer her readings and predications. This old witch's living with me, now. It's my mother, after all, Heaten.

-  We can't. We are no more in your field. says Nystan.

Disappointed, Ghana sputters: Too bad. You're two neat persons and it has no link to religion.  Don't you have a card with your email addresses or your blogs so I can keep in touch?

Nystan gawks to Cian, Cian looks over his shoulder to fall inexorably on the priest interests to them.

- We can't today. Cian says.

-But I can give you mine. Ghana insists.  Joining the intent to the action, she rummages already in her purse.

- We can't even accept one of you. Nystan manages to say when, all of a sudden, the good priest appears out of no where, straight between them and Ghana.

Nystan startles at that interruption.
- Where was he? Their priests have ubiquity’s power, now?  He declares with an shocked tone.
- I saw that one coming. Cian mumbles with a resigned movement.

The priest faces the young girl, Nystan being totally in his back, Cian at his right shoulder’s height.

-What are they making you do? He asks to Ghana.

The young woman answers, unaware to the inherent conflict in play here.

-I offered them to keep in touch.

- I think they are two busy men, Ghana. They can't possibly have time to write to you from where they are. The priest says with a falsely concerned delivery, looking over his shoulder to Cian, in particular.
Cian is more than annoyed, but according to his brought up, he smiles.

-Exactly. Excuse me; we are here to pay our respect. Have a nice future, Ghana. It was a pleasure to see you became a very good woman, despite. He just says, urging Nystan to follow him away from the group and their paternalistic cleric.

Nystan pulls discreetly on Cian's sleeves.

-  Hum.  .  .  You remember this that she said to us? Kocha, I mean. About her family? When ever we meet them? He murmurs to the tallest one of the pair.  I think we have to hold those smiles for later... with our "friends", you know?

Cian sighs.

- That won’t be easy. What's next? Having us walking on water to prove we have Faith? Do miracles? Order the sun to rise like it was before? Healing the sick? Resuscitating Kocha?

-   Woo...ok. You're slightly exasperated here.

-  Not slightly, totally. Man! That's insane. How come Kocha was so a poles apart? Cian bursts, but on a whispering tone to Nystan. Even his hands just barely move. He keep a relax stance, but his jaw twitches.

-  God? Softly declares Nystan.

-  Must be it. Must ... be it.

-  I’m sorry for Ghana.
-  We’ll excuse ourselves another time. I am sure she felt the weather.  She has a lot of Kocha’s in her.

They continue to walk as Nystan remarks:

-  This place is small, but yet, I feel like I am walking in a desert for days! Where's that coffin?

-  There is Kocha's brother. Cian says, waving to the other man when he feels the brother’s attention moves on him.

They aim in that general direction.

They are regularly stopped, be it by an old aunt wondering from which son's of Bernadette they were the sons of or by a younger cousin just plainly wanted to snatch a bit of them, by curiosity.  

The priest on their heels, they could not exchange more than civility.

They eventually land near to Kocha's brother.  He moved since Cian waved, like he was playing a game of cats and mice with them.  It takes long time before he even acknowledges the two men.  Willingly or not, it was without doubt not appropriate to bring it up, but Nystan, in his usual a propos could not resist to, at least, trying to get the message through.  

-  

Perhaps we are made of glass; he seems to see everyone through us.  But not us.  Maybe he thinks we are holograms, like those other visitors we saw in the hallway?"

His tone was just high enough so it could be perceived as a whisper, but being heard by everyone near by.  

- It is good, I saw you from right when you enter the place.  .  .  crows.  Kocha's brother says.  You must be that Cian my sister was so often referring to.  We thought that she would have married you so much she was in awe 'bout anything you said or done.  He comments, bestowing a scorn look to Cian, but ignoring totally Nystan.  But o'cours', with her.  Nothing but the unexpected.  I am called Cian too, in case she never mentioned to you.  Though you are Cianan with an "a" and I am Cianen, with an e. I am the, quote, evil brother, end of quote.  He ends his speech, making the sing of the quotation marks each time he mentioned them.

Nystan flaunts a disgusted grin and stands on the tip of his feet.

- Drunk. He whispers in Cian's ear.

Cian nods.

Taller than Cianan with an "a", but also heftier, Cianen with an "e" is indeed intoxicated.  

The bulging eyes, the slippery tongue and the breath’s odor.

- You said what, monkey? Talk out loud like a man. Nags Cianen.

- Well, that is what we loved of her.  Her un_ex_pec_ted_ness.  And she did speak of you with fondness and.  .  . Sadness toward you self-sabotaging your life.  Nystan says with a charming look.

Cian nudges his friend in his ribs.

The brother stiffens in his stance and his head tilts slightly like he would have not heard adequately what was said to him.  His eyes narrow, but as he opens his mouth to retort something in between his teeth; all he has the time to emit is a brief spitting of one syllable with the tongue touching the upper incisive.  

Cian cuts his wind and continues : "All my respect to you Cian, in this lost.  May you introduce us to your mother so we can wish her the same? And show her some support?

-  The old hag? The brother asks.  

Nystan hold his breath and shift, again, his weight from one foot to the other.  His jaw twitches.  He turns red.

-  It's your mother. he whispers, not speaking further about his thought.

- She is hanging there.  .  .  Sitting with the pictures' album.  If you want to lose an hour or two hearing her rambling about my sister, your lost.  The brother says, slapping Nystan on his back with a laugh.  

Nystan has no choice but to inhale, eyes wide opened and gaping. Then he grins, more by habits than being the accomplice of such a disgraceful attitude.  

- Surprising, for a cat’s frame: you held my paw.  The brother says.  Tougher than what you are looking.  Will that slack friend of yours do as well? He asked before poking Cian on his shoulder with his fist.

Cian stands, a slight flexion of the knees.

-Ohohoho! That’s serious!  You guys can endure way more than I thought you could! The brother says before getting his fist up for a second blow.

Cian's hand stops him in mid-air. The red fist takes a whiter color.

-That’s… enough… Not twice. Thanks. Have a nice evening.  Cian says.  He releases the fist.

Both men salute and walk away from the brute.

-Are you hurting?

- I'll have a bruise. My heart's in it now.

-Your hand is numbed?

- Yeah. The shot on the shoulder's cap was quite precise and harmful.

- You want to go, right now? Take a pause?

- No. We have to get done with this. I can bear it.  Just not a second time.

Nystan’s eyes lower to the carpet.

- Thinking to Kocha again? Cian inquiries.

- Hum hum.  Can you imagine when she was the one receiving those brotherly love’s gestures?

- I can and if I was listening to my human nature, I would have not contempt in holding his fist. He would have had my own fist in his face right upon our arrival.  I have to keep composed Netty. For her. You'll be alright?

-I'm... I'm just assaulted by something cold in there.  Nystan answers to his friend, pointing to his torso. I am not angry, I feel...out of my depth?

- Oh, you need to cry. That's sadness.

- Nah, I never need to cry. Just weird.
- A good thing for now.
An old uncle spilling about statistics in family’s death interrupts their undertones chatting.  Nystan fans under his nose.

-Yurk. Drunk, too.

The old man nevertheless gathers quite a number of people, including Kocha’s brother, around him.

According to that man, Kocha being the bohemian of the family would have had a longer life.  It was without counting her bad frequentations, but there again, she simply did the unexpected.  
-  We all know it. He pompously speaks. She was not stabbed to death, beaten or anything by her bad acquaintances.  No.  She neither caught a foreign disease or jump on a land-mine.  We all know one thing sure, she had been shot.  She survived suicidal mood without attempting to her day a lot of time. So it can’t possibly be a suicide, in my best knowledge.
- Ok, bring it up, what is your theory on what did she die of? The brother calls.  

- An accident, a simple accident.  I think, myself, that in the dark of the place she was held, she stumbles on a gun and it went off by accident.

The friends shiver at this thought.
Protestations and arguments follow, everyone act as if they know more, faction group around one or the others that talk louder.  So the two men move farther away.
Cian has to place his hand in Nystan’s back to make him move too. Mesmerized, he had almost stop breathing and Cian’s friendly guidance wake him up, bringing him back to the present time.

-Thanks. Nystan says.  

- We’re observers, remember?  No one in here is of our Faith. He slips to Nystan’s ear. Move on. Don’t linger.  

-  Kocha was.  How can we let her fall and with all of them?

- We are not letting her fall, we have this meeting after.  We never abandoned her.  We had things to do and she knew about it.  She was a grown-up, Netty. Like you and me, despite how they are speaking of her and treat her while she was alive, she had her own soul. That soul is gone now.  This is just an empty shell, here. She let us fall, she went. And, hey, we never knew for sure if she believed too.  Nothing had ever been clear about her.

- Though, we came for her?

- Yes, Nystan, we are here for our friend like she was there for us. We came by respect, for the surviving members of her family. Like beacons.
The man sighs and smiles while Cian pats his back again.  Light comes back to his eyes.

They pass beside the capsule.  The little window allows seeing her face on the side.  

- Everything is completely sealed.

-  You seem disappointed, Netty?

-  I am. She...she look like she is sleeping and she would wake up in any minutes.

-  She would have loved that.

-  What?

-Sleeping, Netty. Remember how she lacked of sleep and how everyone where just making sure around her that she will be constantly requested so much that she slept so little before we arrived in her life?

Nystand nods and circumvents around the capsule. His hands hover at some distance of the casing, both of them, as he scrutinized the object and the one inside.

The little mark on the forehead was all left apparent of the, be it an accident, be it a suicide, be it an assault.  

- Or Surgeons did great work in reconstruction.  Or they created a computer image of her and what we are seeing is not really her. Cian explains, not moving from the point he chose, really near of the porthole showing the face of the corpse.  He swallows very hard.

-  She hasn’t aged since I saw her the last time. He says again.  He rubs something underneath his shirt with the tips of his fingers, at his heart level.

Nystan crouches and does like a mechanic hand would do around a car recently wrecked in an accident.  He softly palms everywhere.

- You search something?

-Oh, I don’t know, if there is a button that can turn the images off, if this is an image. I want to see “her”, no matter how shocking. I want to see her in there with my own eyes. Nystan specifies.

Then he stands.  He examines the lid and a few buttons.  

A careful grin shows in Cian’s face.

- Will you also climb on the hood like when she had that car accident, to see if all is right?

But seeing his friend taping the fingers around the buttons, he douses his enthusiast.  

-Netty, we had enough trouble.  Please, stop that… right now. Do not t.  .  . Cian begins.
A prayer in French starts and they have to move quickly to one side seeing that people get together in the room closer to the coffin, repeating the exact world coming from the lid of the capsule.

-  Aie! We better gets out of there. Nystan says, widening his eyes. They act like cows when you fill up the hay stack’s wagon.  I don’t want to be trapped in the middle of them.  And so he dashes toward the general direction of the door, dodging people coming from the opposite way.
They crowd trodden Cian when he finally moves out of his astonishment.

-  I just can’t stand it.

The culprits are about to break away from the area when they ran into a gaudily dressed woman. Her clothing consists of at least three shirts and three skirts layered over one the others with motive and color not at all matching, but in a garden with a lot of heteroclite flowers.  In between her long luxuriant silver bread, a single pink tinted one.  

-Oh, careful there. She says, energetically pushing back Cian.

Both men are stunt and mute a moment, till Nystan titers and he and the woman fall in the arms one of the other.

-  Hi Esilian.  Cian greets when he regains his balance.

- Hey, boys.  Happy you made it there so far.  Do you think they will let you two go out alive and in one piece? She teases them, next.

Releasing the woman, Nystan replies, counting on his fingers:

- We managed so far to escape the Divinatory Aunt, the drunken brother, the psychotic cousin and the actuary uncle.  And you?

His tone is so wholehearted that he is promptly reminded to lower it. Pairs of eyes looks at the trio, almost enraged.

-  It’s time to pray for Kocha’s soul, you idiots, no one taught you respect?  The divinatory Aunt says, forcing them to silence.

Looking at each other, though, they confine hardly their amusement.

Esilian whispers an answer to the men, not deterred by this, not even a little.

- Oh, I do not suffer them.  She replies with a hand fanning in front of her.  They are in the Life, not in my life.  There is a huge step in between it.

She then tilts her head, wordlessly summoning them to follow her.

-Have we? Nystan asks.

-Please. That will be better. Esilian replies.

-But...

-Netty, just comes. You want to do what, here? Participate in “Simon says” with them? Cian utters, pulling on his friend sleeves.  His passionate word gathers a few irritated glimpses, so he doubly encourages his friend to tag along.
- Huh... Nystan looks around, immobile. No, but we said we had to see her mother.

-WE can come back later. Come on, don't do the donkey. Cian whispers.

-I don't necessarily want to postpone that and come back.

-Netty...Cian says, on a lower all the more intended tone. Do I need to carry you out in my own arms?

Nystan sighs to subsequently trail after Cian.

-Why are you taking us apart, Esilian?

The question resounds in the magically empty hallways as the two men ample behind the colorful old lady.

She opens a door, beckoning them to cross the entrance after her. She swiftly shifts her chin and gives them a transitory gaze.

-But why are you getting us in there? Nystan says again while Esilian shuts the door behind her and him.

Cian entered first and as Nystan's voice changes of reverberation when the door closes up, he looks back at him. He shakes his head, displeased and then he sighs.

-What? This is a legitimate question like any other. Nystan affirms. He purses his lips since he has no one to answer, but his face turns to a happier expression when Esilian passes behind him, granting him a pat in his back.

She redoes the action for Cian as she also passes by his side in her progression to the center of that parlor they entered in.

-Indeed, Nystan, this is an obvious question with, might I add to that, an obvious answer, hum?

-See? Nystan exclaims, poking Cian mockingly on the other shoulder, the one untouched by Kocha's brother earlier.  The softer delivery observably meant to pull Cian's leg.
Cian retorts to it with one of his own. A series of back and forth of these mocking punches occurs. It escalates till Nystan emits a "ow!" and return one back again.

Esilian coughs.  The two men attentions swing to her.  Nystan folds his fist, raises it up slowly, ready to give another one when he will have a favorable moment.

-It was certainly not to see such a puerile display, mind you, young fellows?

Her words unfold in the felted room's ambiance like a ribbon of delicate lace.

Cian nods, but by some instinct, he catch the fist of Nystan, sheltering it in his hand at the exact moment where it was to hammer on his shoulder again.

A congenial movement finds his hand holding gingerly the wrist of his travel companion.
He whistles between his teeth.  -  Game's over, you heard the lady?

Cian lets Nystan's hand loose immediately after, opening his hand one finger at the time.  Nystan lays his arm back to his natural standing pose and sheepishly grins before letting his glance dwindles to the floor.

-That's better. Esilian declares, offering a smile.  I can understand why Kocha felt so much for both of you.

Nystan enclosed a cough with a fist reaching his lips to disguise it.  He glances timidly to the exit, but only by shifting his eyes sideways.  A smile buds back, at first, but gradually, his jaw trembles, the ears turn crimson and the corners of the mouth drop. He coughs again and drips his eyes back toward his feet again.

Cian crosses his arms loosely in front of his chest. So? He says.

To that reaction, Nystan shivers and looks at him, gaping and frowning.

- I roughly have three news to transmit to you. Perhaps four. Anyhow, it needed some tranquility and no wicked ears around. Esilian speaks out, briefly fluttering a glance to Nystan, but staring at Cian more persistently.

Though still keeping a relax stance, Cian's hands seize to the fabric of his jacket in a spasm before they let go the sleeves.

He maintains his position.
- The first one, Esilian continues, is that I'll soon be where Kocha is now. Where ever it is.  Whether this will be your eternal rest version or my preparation place for re-incarnation. I don't think I will come back to tell you which one it is, anyway.

-Oh! Nystan exclaim in a heartfelt, his eyes resting on the old lady with a glaze over them. It's terminal, now? He then asks.

- You're really a specialist at it, huh, Netty? Cian sternly says.

Nystan doesn't look at him, but he closes his blue eyes a split second, takes a deep breath that does not prevent him to blench prior to ask:

- At what? 

- Asking obvious question. Cian replies in the same monotone.

- We're edgy tonight, aren't we? Esilian exclaims more than question.

Her nostrils flicker.

Cian gasps while Nystan sighs, visibly relieved by Esilian judicious intercession.

-Look, boys, I don't know why suddenly you all became so tense, but on my part, I don't need any extra stress. Esilian continues. We are all sad, if not totally discourage that things unfold this way, that we are now in a room while in the other a dear friend of us is no more, just meat for vulture. We are ALL on a jet lag in more. Some more than the others.  Curiously enough, the one with the more jet lag is not the one that is making everyone wonder when there will be one crucified in that room.  So if you want to bite Nystan's head off for who knows why suddenly, wait another time or I guarantee you will personally regret this.

The serious tone leaves no doubt about the astute woman’s plan, provide Cian continue to be ill-humored.  Cian cowards as Esilian can really be a threat in some ways or another. He splutters a short: Excuse me, then.

Nystan eyes still glaze and he rubs his chin roughly with his fist, playing with his ear tip.-So, how long?

-Not long. Replies Esilian. A matter of months, at most. Not enough to go to Mars, than Australia and come back here. I will have to just delegate what I had to do. Which bring me to the second news I had to tell you: Me and Ina Meyers D. promised both something to Kocha in event that this will happen.  Something concerning you both, guys.

- Oh boy! What did she plot again? Cian expresses.

Esilian laughs.

-She told us you would say exactly what you just said.

This time, it does the trick as Cian's eyes also drop to the floor and the man blushes.

Nystan teehees and beams, looking straight to Esilian, joy back in his demeanor.

-She really loved us, huh? He says.

-Oh yes, with all her being. More than you ever thought she could.

-Thanks. Nystans jolt. It makes me suddenly all warm inside to learn that. Especially...today.

The man gulps, gazing to Cian.

Cian has no more reaction than keeping silence and tighten his arms even more across his torso, holding to himself like he would be wrapped in a comforter.

-Cian? Cian? Relax, man, you look like a bomb about to explode. Tenderly whisper Nystan.  THe man doesn't move, so Nystan touches him with the tip of his fingers, just a bit.  He glances to Esilian, worries painted on his face.

Esilian shrugs and just talks again:

-  Of you Cian, she told us to not let us trick by your apparent strength and faith.

-Great! Cian snap, raising his chin and strengthening his arms brusquely on both side of his body, firmly planted there. She thought and told to everyone I was weak and faithless in my back. What a friend!

And he moves to the door.

-Let me finish, she never said that. Esilian calmly replies.  My, my! I doubted of her when she depicted you as proud and impulsive, Cian, but she knew you more than everyone else I met so far. In goods, and in bad.  I'll tell Ina to visit you first. I get by this that you will really need the help Kocha prepared to you.

- You only said the bad, so far. I am glad she is dead. Cian dryly declares, still emotionally boiling in his tone.  Tell Ina to spear herself a trip to Australian's ground. I don't need her. I knew exactly who was Kocha:A very good distraction, at best.

Cian rushes out the room, slamming the door behind him.

Nystan, that kept blushing more and more while the other revealed this startles as the door noisily close back.

-I'm...I'm...I'm sorry stutters Nystan. I never...

He took an apologizing stance, moving his hands around in the void to try to get an excuse or something, repairs what ever Cian might have broken.

Esilian draws near of him and brushes the man cheek, tenderly.  She hushes.

-Mourning can change people where they are less aware they will.

Nystan nods, covering the old woman hand over his cheek.

Time stops for a short instant as they stay like that before he removes the hand off his cheek, still holding to her fingers only, at her hip's height.

-And what did Kocha told of me? She did speak about me?

-Yes.  Plenty. She did. She said to us that you were a soft hearted man, just and that you're not allowing yourself to live your own feeling.  You are always most concerned in helping other than in helping yourself. She said to watch for the presto.

Nystan eyes become even more like a skate ring. He extends both his arms on each side of his body to frame the lady and whole heartily embraces her in a hug.

-Awe! That is a very good improvement boy, you learned to hug! Kocha was so sad you were completely avoiding it. Esilian exclaims.

Nystan hugs her further, hiding his face in the lady's hair.

-Sadly, with her only. He says, his voice strangled with emotion.

Esilian stirs in between Nystan arms to pass her hands and arms around the man and hug him in returns.

-I had something else...she says as they part. But you're better to find back where your ex-co-worker went by.  We can continue after. I will wait for you here.

-My friend too. Nystan adds as he totally releases his grips on Esilian. You don't work 6 years in the same field without forming a kind of a link with a person. No matter how grumpy and prissy they can be.  

Esilian nods, releasing him at her turn, moving back of a pace and taking a more solid stance.

-I can admit to that. She says.

She glances toward the exit a short instant.

-  I don't know how you did with him. He is frankly, how should I put it?

-  Hard to please?

-  That's not it, but something close.

Nystan shrugs.

-  If you knew his dad, you would understand a lot of thing about him.

-  Oh?

-  It's like Cianan, but even more bitter and pessimistic. He is literally...

Nystan shudders before he manages to say the word depicting the best Cian's father: Acid. Worst than lemon. Cian is usually less that way. He controls more himself and can be less intransigent. More flowing on a good day. He kind of grew up and mature. He was worst the first year I was with him.  Even worst than he showed here to be. But that’s unusual, I can tell you. I don’t know what is going on.
-Mourning, denied probably, with his already passionate and pessimistic nature. You're men, after all, before anything else. You'd better check over him for a while.

-That's exactly my intention. We took too long. Would you excuse me?

-Sure. You think you can find where he headed to?

-Oh yes. He is a creature of habit.

-Men's room.

Nystan nods and snickers.

-Whenever he and Kocha were fighting or arguing for God knows what, one was heading to the lady's room, the other to the men's room.  Though, we were hearing Kocha spilling out her emotion in the entire building.  I remember once that me and my cousin Annabel, were in each rooms and we were exchanging papers in between the two. They were still arguing on paper and we had to negotiate peace, to make one of them just let go.  Kocha was often caving in first.  It's was dramatic at the time. It gave me headaches. So it's funny I remember that right now.

Esilian smiles and then declares: It’s those special moments we never thought we would miss later on when they happen, huh?

-Yeah. Nystan exclaims, slowly exiting by the door.  He carefully closes the panel behind him.
Orange’s hues of the morning glow still linger in the East. The sun’s rays scorch the desert where shadows fend a crawling sized space at the based of anything protuberant: trees, rock, animals, bushes, posts and benches.

Under a roof a thatches, a hymn heave like the haze formed by the heath beating on the earth.

People gathered and seated on narrow wood benches sing that tune with the best of their heart, if not with a lot of talent.

A man stand in front of them, dressed more solemnly and with a tie.  They are all aboriginals.  One lady dressed with a leopard fabric dressed, high heeled long boots and an exuberant hat matching the dress cools herself with a pink feathered fan.  It hides the lower part of her face and all the left side in a way that she is but a white eye set in ebony, coldly fixed on the celebrant in front.  Even the boisterous kids chasing one the others beside that roofed space is not daunting her concentration.  It is hard to know if she is signing or not.

An peculiar old man hold his hymn book in one hand, read in it and makes movement with the other hand in the air.

A boy sits lazily, his feet dangling from the sturdy branches of a blacken tree.

Then suddenly, the lone eye peers toward the background, just where the minister shoulder angles with his neck.

She stops fanning herself, staring at the horizon.

Some women incline their head to whisper with one another, weakening the hymn tenor as they do.

Some men raises their chins to try to see what ever the young lady saw herself and their wives rumor about.

The minister opens his eyes, realizing that he is almost signing unaccompanied, but by a few elders oblivious at the moment of what cause that mayhem.

The odd old man hasn’t reacted, he just continues his manner, flexing fingers or straightening them.

The minister clears his throat twice, and then he sings even louder without having lost the tempo.

Called back to order, men lower their chins to read in the Hymn’s book, women do alike, except the fanning lady.  Immovable, she watches.

The hymn signing pick up to new height, up until the nagging sound of a motorcycle approaching just makes it impossible to continue.

Then the men’s chins rise again, some hymn book are turned over, the thumb marking the page.

The astonished women gaze one to the others.  If you can’t hear yourselves singing, rather you can whisper.

Someone shove in the rib of the old man and makes a sign to him when his attention is gained.  Sign that make the old man wrinkled face unfold in joy like a rose button blooming in the morning light. He looks toward the same emplacement the other are watching for, repeating over and over the sign that the other made to him.

The minister sighs.

But the fanning woman keeps her watch with no reaction at all.

A cloud of dust moves steadily toward the gathering.

The kid in the tree jump, his feet taking position on the branch. He tiptoes and places a hand like a visor to the horizon. He stands there for what look like an eternity before animating himself with excitement, letting himself fall on the ground, landing on his feet and running toward the worshippers, arms spread in the air.

“Cian’s back! Cian’s back!” he yells to everyone that can hear his exalted shouting.

The hymn books falls on the ground, the minister crosses his arms and turn toward where he had his back, the kids joined with their parents. Everyone is smiling, but the fanning lady. Her lone eye refuges behind the fence of her pink feathered fan. She bows her head, but she stays in the same position she was.

The old man presses from behind the assembly.  People move with a smile to him, letting him pass and progress toward the front without holding him back.

The white man is not long to make the distance, parking the vehicle near a post and roughing his hair to remove the sand in it.  He smiles back to the small crowd, milling on the edge of the roofed space.   The first to move and draw near is the celebrant.

-You’re late, wishy-washy. He said the more seriously of the world.

The infliction of his voice give the impression of such a displeasure, as well as the position he adopts, fist closed on each hips, that Cian stays near the motorcycle, mute and arched brow.

There is a silence where the other makes the distance separating them. Arriving at arms length, the minister let fall his pretended stance to wield a smile and embracing a now stiff Cian.

-Man that I am glad to see you’re back!

Cian relaxes.

In the background, people laughs and like if it is the signal they were all waiting for, they leave their far-off post and circle both men, chatting as loud as was the motorcycle’s motor minutes before.

The fanning lady stays behind, glancing over the outer limits of her fan, immobile.

The kid that ran down the three tangles the legs of Cian, making it impossible to walk freely.  The man pats his head as the boy look up, clearly happy of this return.

The minister passes on his side, keeping one arm around the shoulder of his friend.

-How do you fair? Cian asks, before some emotion changes his expression.  The timid joy that could be read before turns into a more enlighten one.

-Logan! He says, waving to the odd old man.

The man can’t contain his joy and he hurries to meet Cian and embraces him as well, for a split second.  He then backs and starts gesticulating in the air with both hand.

Cian shakes his head and 

-Later, later we can take news of each other. Later. We have something going on. I was late, I heard? He says.

The minister smiles back as Cian’s gaze reach him and they move back gradually to each their place.

Passing in front of the fanning lady, still dusty by the road and trudging because of the boy holding to his legs, Cian inclines his head politely.

-Tiara. He flatly says to her.

Her eyes barely clearing the feathery border stares at him and follow him till he is too much in an angle for her to see him without moving her head. She resumes her fanning.

He walks two rows behind her, sitting beside the odd old man he called Logan.

Shadows still shroud the room. An oil lamp placed on the sturdy worktop casts its buttery light around, quickly swallowed by the adjoining obscurity. The stance of a man’s back blocks its diffusion. One of his elbows slowly moves near the camisole. Beside that, he is just wearing a pair of boxer.

Cian focuses on the task he is completing with minutia: Ironing a jogging pant.

His eyes follow the back and forth movement. His fingers roll the fabric between the strokes. The side of his hand removes the wrinkles out of the clammy rag set over it before he passes the heavy iron again.

The iron hushes and gurgles.

As he leans over to glance at the evenness of this work, a dog tag slips out, hanging from a shining chain at his neck. 

He emits a tick, clacking the tongue to his teeth. 

He takes the nickel necklace and places it back, hidden on his chest by the camisole.

The sound of the water boiling in the old fashion ironing instrument is punctuated by the steam regularly relieved each time he is pressing the button with his thumb.

"You have a new message." speaks the computer from the other ends of the room.

Without quitting a moment his work from the eyes, Cian tersely orders: "Read."

"Cianan, my son, I am so filled of pride to write to you in this day.

Finally, all the distractions that were restraining you to progress in the field have been removed from your path, By the grace of God.

I hope you will rejoice with me."

Hearing this sentence, Cian eyes avert to the ceiling and he sighs.

The iron misses his fingers off close.

"This woman would have just been a load of trouble.

She proved it numerous times, if not only by the fact she restlessly emailed you despite you were clear you were not feeling anything for her.

I would have called justice on her if it was not for your insistence to my clemency.

It’s in your saint nature to have prevented me to act on her. I can just more glorify you by this.

It was harassment and I am glad you are free from that, now."

Cian’s Adam apple bobbles. He sniffles briefly, and then clears his throat. His glance lifts from his work. A wrinkle forms on the rag and he forgets to smooth it up.

The toneless computer continues in the background, thumbing the words on a regular cadence.  The unnatural delivery gives an eerie result devoid of emotion.

"What ever killed her, she had what she deserved to have tried to get you astray from God.

It showed me that you are stronger than Beanon, for sure. Him and his tramp!

At least I brought up one good fruit."

"Who's that speaking?" says a woman, now standing behind the minister. 

Barely dressed, she is fixing her earring, and then she gathers her thick hair in a pony tail. They are black, thick and curly and cascade to her middle back when she releases them.

"My father." answers Cian.

Distracted from his work, the fingers do not slip away from the iron trajectory.

He conceals any pain indication with a mere contraction at the corner of the eyes and to a flicker of the nostrils as he inhales more deeply.

The tool is tilted on its safety foot. The man moves calmly toward the sink where he opens the tap, letting run the water on the burn without a single wince.

The skin turn from red to a yellow crust while he stands there, wiggling the limbs under the string of water. 

The woman frowns. "Oh well, I am not paid to give you my advice?"

"Exactly." he replies, listlessly.

"In hope to see you soon back from your exile.

Your beloved father.

Bearach."

"Kocha would have found this name appropriated." speaks the woman.

Now dressed back in her leopard printed suit, she is leisurely looking in the coffee can near the door. She fetches out of it a few dollars. ”Your father seems like someone that knows what he wants. Sharp like a knife, isn’t he? “ she smooses while counting the dollar. Once she is done, she adds:”If we can put it like that.” 

Cian freezes and stares at her.

"What, did I take too much? I thought we agreed on 150 last times?", she questions.

Her speech seems to not register and she recounts her money while still holding to the coffee can. She peers in and purses her lips, glancing suspiciously to the white man with her black downy eyes. She flickers her eyelashes. “Oh, I shall not speak of your father that way, perhaps, your Highness? “

Cian shakes his head and finally replies: ”No… to both. I am not getting back on the agreed tariff.  You can speak all you want about my father.  But, what name have you just said?”

“Barrach?”

“No, the other…your friend?”

She laughs:”Oh, Kocha! Yes. She was a really sweet girl. Too bad she died, you would have loved her. She was a delight!"

Cian swallows again.” Did she ever tell you about...me?"

"You? Why would have she spoke about you?"

The man makes a sheepish smiles and look at the burnt tips of his fingers. "I think we knew the same Kocha. Kocha Finley?"

"Wow! The world is really small, is it?" exclaims the woman. This realization lifts her concern and her full lips wear a smile.

The man react totally the opposite. There is a moment of discomfort and Cian has to sit, white. His glance casts at the feet of the woman, quivering left and right like someone reading in a book.

Tiara doesn't move, but she frowns, speechless. She observes him a moment, then she speaks again.

"No. She was a very secretive person. And if my thought are alright about you, me and her..." she paused before admonishing: "Cian, you should have told her instead of hiring me up. This is totally insane!"

"It's a bit late to think of this." he weakly retorts, caving more on the chair.

Tiara shrugs and trails her left hand in front of her; dismissing anything she would have said more in that movement. "Not of my business, alright! Thanks for the pay."

She pushes the money inside her over sized bag, takes a feathery pink fan out. The feet slips back in her capsized high heels boots. They are inappropriate for the type of ground she traipsing on: they dig holes in the battered ground as she walks out the building.

Cian places the uninjured hand over his forehead, rubbing the skin of his temple with his middle finger.

After a while, he pulls on the cord of the iron that easily unplug. He leaves his work, raises and twists the oil lamp gage. The flame sputters till finally the light died.

The now left alone man walks to the bed, taking off the wrinkles sheets. 

He wags them one by one before redoing the bed with perfect forty-five degree angle corners.

Then he removes his camisole and slips in between the sheet.

He lay there, staring at the ceiling.

His lips move as he lays on his back, arms relaxing on each side of his body. He eventually turns on his side, facing the wall on which the bed is jutted.

His breathing is deep for a while, and then it gains in irregularity before Cian coughs.

He tosses, but eventually sits. One hand picking an inhalator from under the side of the bed. He takes a breath, a deep one as best as he can. He coughs again.  Then he regains partly the control enough to bring the inhalator to his lips. Once the aperture in, he pushes on the arming system.

The gas is released and he holds it, getting the inhalator back to its prior place: under the bed side. Some fume escape from his nostrils as he releases his breath through them. He coughs once more then he lay on his side again, facing the wall. A tear trails from the eye nearest of the pillow.

The back of his hand wipe under his nose then he stops moving. His breathing becomes deep but calmer, his hand falls, and all tensions are released.  Sleep takes him.
Each faucets start pouring cold vapor as the two men pass their

hands before the censors.

No word is exchanged for a while till Nystan just blurbs:"You should

have told her." with a tone full of reproof. He tight his teeth

afterward, not looking to Cian even though both men stand roughly an inch beside each other.

The other glances and flares right away in a protestation, weighting on all the

individual words:

"I didn't love Tiara!"

Cian pants then he avert his eyes that were lugging on his companion and then he

presses his forehead on the mirror with a sigh. A deep blush creeps

on his face till even his ears turn to crimson tone.

Nystan is prone to notice:

"We were speaking of Lee-Ann. Why are you bringing Tiara?”



Cian stays with a stone face to that question. The only changes is hearing him asking to the dispenser: ”Soap”.



Half of the quantity provided slips through the man’s fingers, staining the counter, so he violently splashes it to make it dissolved away.

Water pearls on the surface and rolls back in the lavatory. 

His forehead is lift from the mirror and he sways his shoulders, clearing his throat.

He gives a quick side-glance to Nystan, then his posture deflates and his forehead touches the mirror again, sighing all the way downward.

“Can you stop looking at me like that?” he asks with a poised tone.



“You've been seeing that woman again?"



"NO." protest the dark haired man.



"Cian, s t o p that. Look at me."



But the man just continues to wash is hands, not doing what his friend asks of him.

"You know that some days, Cianán Gilchrist, you're really not worth

bearing the name of our Lord."

Nystan throws the napkin in the trash and bulge out the men's room

with a barely contained exasperated shout.
