


  "I'm sorry," Lilija said after her parents left. "We had nowhere else to talk..." 


  "I know," Ajith said. 


  She looked down. "I've never done... anything like that before." Her voice was so quiet that he could hardly hear. 


  Ajith looked at her. 


  "Did you hear all of it?" she asked. 


  "Mostly just the end." 


  "My parents are leaving the country tonight. My dad's been waiting for days and now he has a chance. And I'm not going with them. I know someone who can get a new identity for anyone... I want to stay. I'm going to move to a city on the other side of the country where no one knows me or this girl whose name I'm going to be taking- she's left the country already, no one's even been suspicious of her but she doesn't want to be here anymore so she left a few days ago." Lilija glanced up at Ajith suddenly. "I'm so sorry... I meant to show you something, as soon as my parents left..." 


  Ajith did not say anything as Lilija walked to where her mother had flung the print paper. She turned to the weekly list. 


  "We didn't expect to see so many people on the list this week... we knew there had been many arrests, but... there were so many..." Lilija's voice had dropped low.  She handed the paper to Ajith, brushing his fingers lightly. "That's him, right? Your friend Ian." 


  Executed Threats to Public Safety.   Ajith nodded.  


  "I'm so sorry," Lilija said. She nearly whispered. 


  After a moment Ajith leaned back against the wall, eyes unfocused. After another moment he closed his eyes. He did not say anything. 


  "I'm going to go... The man who found me my new name and documents, I'm going to see him now, about you, about getting you everything just like he got it for me. Will you stay here while I'm gone? Will you be alright?" 


  Ajith opened his eyes and looked at Lilija. 


  "Will you do something for me?" he asked. 





  Comics in that peculiar style were usually in stock in the more run-down, dusty stores, or at the bottom of the stacks the vendors carried. The style was foreign but the comics were mere cliches, the translations awkward, the art unwaveringly mediocre. 


  Stray fell onto his bed, opened his laptop and called up the video again but then closed it and put the computer to the side. Then he leaned over and smiled as he pulled out a box from under his bed. 


  He had the true things. The comic book originals had a different script and language that Stray could no longer read as quickly as he had, but it made no difference- he had read the books so many times that it did not matter if he missed a few words, and the illustrations told half the story anyway. 


  Stray stared at the heroes and villains on the pages. They leapt and shot and escaped and died in vibrant drawings of which he never tired. 


  He ran a finger along his forehead, tracing the edge of his bandana as he turned the pages.





  Mike looked at his shoes, watched the steps he took against the tile of the chatter-loud hall and shifted his laptop bag roughly. Someone bumped him and he looked up sharply, and when the person walking by glanced to meet his eyes, Mike glared. 


  "Calm, man," Stray said as he came up from behind. "World out to get you?"


  "I hate this school," Mike said. "If this day wasn't over I'd leave right now anyway." 


  "Rough day?" 


  "You hear about Ben?" 


  "Yeah." Stray ran a hand over his bandanna. "If he doesn't make trouble, he'll be out soon. You going to the funeral with him today?" 


  "Ah, I'd forgotten-" Mike shifted his bag again. He tried not to make eye contact with anyone. A few heads turned to look at him and Stray as they wove through the exiting crowd. "There was this girl in my last class- I was leaving and I was pissed so I dropped my bag and my keys and everything fell out, so when she was helping me pick it up she said something like 'Stay out of trouble, alright?'" Mike and Stray stepped down the steps at the front of the school. The rain of the last few days had finally let up, and the pavement was covered with puddles. "And she said it like she really cared, like she was concerned, like just cause Ben's my friend I'm fucking myself in the end. Ben's good, and so are you, but some of the others, I come by to see them and even if they are around they make excuses to leave. It's so fucked-" 


Stray had held Lilija's gaze since he had come out into the grey day. She stood with one hadn on a lamppost, her back to a fugitive poster. As Mike was about to walk by her, Stray grabbed the strap of his bag. 


  "What?" Mike asked angrily. He looked at Lilija and his eyes grew darker. 


  "Mike, right? And Stray?" she asked. 


  "Yeah," Stray answered calmly. 


  "I wanted to talk to you for a minute." 


  "About what?" Mike's voice was terse. 


  Lilija glanced around at the faces of the people passing before she answered. "About Ajith." 


  Mike stopped walking and turned to Lilija with dark eyes. "Fuck you!" 


  Stray looked cooly at Mike. 


  "Just go away, alright?" Mike continued. "Cause I don't want to hear anything you have to say!" 


  Lilija took a breath to speak but could not say anything. 


  "You, look at you!" Mike's voice was harsh and mocking. "You're all special, right? Cause of your God, right? There's stuff on people like you on the news all the time now- you kill kids, oh yeah. That's right. But they took your Bible away now and look at you, you're just like everyone else- you think you're all considerate but really you don't care about anything but your own fucking pretty religious ass!" 


  Lilija's eyes darted from Mike to Stray to the ground and up again. She took a breath to speak but did not say anything. After a moment, Mike turned and strode roughly away, yanking the strap of his bag as he went. 


  "You comin', man?" Mike yelled to Stray as he walked. 


  "I'll see you later!" Stray called back. 


  "What?!" Mike whirled around. "You gonna apologize to her for me or something?!" 


  "I'll see you later, man!" Stray yelled again. He glanced away from Lilija for a moment to smile and wave at Mike. 


  "Fuck you both!" Mike turned and strode quickly into the crowd. 





  Stray closed the comic book, grabbed its slick cover and slipped it between the plastic sheets. For a moment, he lay on his bed, smiling. 


  Then he knealt next to the bed, pulled out the box of comics and carefully slipped the one he had been reading back into its place. 


  With one hand, he moved the comics to the side and pulled out the box he stored under them. 


  He took out a cigarette lighter, lit it, watched the flame for a moment before he let it go out. Stray ran his hand through the box, touching the shining marbles and dog tags and things, paused, and then took out the gun. 


  He lit the lighter again, inspecting the gun in its light. It's dark polish kept the flame from glaring off it, but if he looked closely, he could watch spiderwebs of light catch in its surface. 


  Stray put the lighter away and put the gun in his pocket. He pulled one key out of the box, rummaged around, and pulled out another. 





  "Mike's usually a pretty nice guy," Stray told Lilija as he led her down the sidewalk. "But he's had a rough time lately. Things get to him sometimes." 


  "Ajith... wanted me to give you something." Lilija reached into a bag she held over one shoulder and pulled out a scrap of paper. 


  "When'd he give this to you?" Stray asked, eyes narrow. 


  Lilija was quiet as Stray read. 


  If something happens to both me and Ian, there's an important disk in Ian's closet, near the back on one of the top shelves. It's an unmarked standard size No Trace disk. If you put it in any computer, an untraceable program will run. Don't bother tampering with the disk- you won't be able to decipher anything anyway. This all is very important. 


  Don't ask Lilija any questions. But you can trust her. -Ajith


  "I'm not supposed to ask questions. Why?" Stray looked at Lilja. "This is his handwriting, but the note's dated last week. That's a lie, right?" 


  "I need to go," Lilija said. She started walking away. 


  Stray grabbed her wrist and held it tightly. She pulled away but he squeezed it so that she winced. 


  "You gonna see Ajith? Is he with you?" Stray demanded. 


  "Please let me go!" 


  "Do you know where he is?" 


  "Let me go!" 


  Stray pulled Lilija close. He looked at her close from under his bandana, watching her wide eyes and flushed face. "I see why you wouldn't want me to know where he is. But tell me- is he alright?" 


  Lilija looked at the ground and took a deep breath. "He told me not to answer any questions at all." 


  "Fine." Stray let Lilija go. "Fine. But tell him this, from me- I found his last note, see? The one on his new computer. I'm going to show it to his mom, and I will tell her that Aj's alright." 


  "Goodbye," Lilija said as she hurried away. 


  Stray caught her hair. Lilija stopped on her toes and rocked back. "You'll tell him, right?" 


  Lilija pulled for a moment and then stopped. "If I see him I'll tell him." She looked at the ground and tried to catch her breath. 


  "Take care of him." Stray smiled so that his eyes nearly dissappeared, waved and walked into the crowd. 





  Stray watched Lilija's blonde head as he walked behind her for blocks, but she kept glancing behind herself so continually that eventually he just let her turn into an alley without bothering to follow.


  He figured it was about time to go back to his apartment anyway. 








