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Torben hovered before the hermitage, his hand trailing the rain-darkened stone, unsure if
he was welcome. He wondered whether storms or visitors had worn the chipped stones smooth.
As he squeezed through the remnants of a doorway, he folded his shoulders into his chest. The

roof had disappeared long ago, but the stout walls endured, huddled together in the cold.

If Torben had been asked how he had arrived there, he would have produced one of the
maps in his coat pocket and traced a faded trail of roads to a smudged sketch of the hut. If he had
been asked why, he would have shown the other map, unfurling it with care and sheltering it
from the rain. But if he were asked why he chose that map, why that place... Well... he might
have said boredom, though he knew that wasn’t quite true. He spent his days delivering mail to
the same quiet streets, passing churches that no longer held him. His life should not have led to
ruined hermitages. And yet, standing there, he remembered how it had begun: with a map in a

town miles from home.

Creekside Boutique was a tattered little shop with dusty baubles haphazardly shoved
onto the shelves and into bins. The door creaked when Torben entered, and a singsong voice
called, “Welcome to Creekside Boutique.”

Torben turned to see a girl with pigtails and a threadbare jumper smiling at him.

“Thanks,” he said.

The girl’s eyes crinkled behind thick glasses as she smiled again and said, “Let me know



if I can help you.” Then she resumed scrolling on her phone, its quiet music shifting as she did

SO.

Torben sifted through the trinkets at the front of the shop: an array of cheap magnets,
postcards, and bottle openers. A watercolor postcard of a cormorant wrestling a fish caught his
eye, its neck twisted mid-swallow. However, in his hand, it felt too much like the envelopes he
usually delivered. He drifted closer to the windows, examining various sun-bleached shirts
which proclaimed love for Creekside. Too tacky, he thought. Eventually, he wandered to the
back, perusing outdated guidebooks. His fingers brushed over the price stickers: new ones
piled over older ones, creating a series of tiny ridges. Beside the books sat a box of
miscellaneous artefacts. As he peered into it, something at the edge of his vision caught his

attention. There, in the darkest corner, was a map taped to the wall, its edges curling inward.

At the top, cursive letters spelled out Creekside. Below lay a sprawling village: a lively
square, colorful storefronts, and a bronze statue of the town’s founder at the center. People
bustled along the roads, weaving around classic cars. Sheep and cows occupied the outskirts, and
a creek flowed south where fish slipped in and out of the water. Torben’s gaze paused on a
dilapidated cell, tucked into a forest southeast of town, hidden among the trees. Unlike the other
locations, it was unlabeled. Torben fumbled through posters on the shelves below, searching for

the map’s twin. He unrolled one after another before finally finding it.
He held the map, still unrolled, and approached the front counter. “Excuse me,” he said,
“but what is this on the map?” As he laid it out, the cashier tucked her phone away and the high

pitched music stopped.



“It’s the hermitage.”

“The what?”

“The hermitage. Haven’t you heard the story?”

“Uh, no.”

“Oh,” she said.

A pause stretched between them. When she didn’t go on, Torben prompted, “So what’s
the story?”

The girl beamed, revealing uneven teeth. “The hermitage is where a monk lived—"

“Naturally,” Torben mumbled.

She shot him a glare. “As I was saying, a monk lived there. No one really knows why.
Popular belief is that he self-exiled to become closer to God. Like the great saints. Though,” she
lowered her voice and leaned forward, “some think it was penitence for his crimes. There’s some

line in a record from around that time about a cattle-stealing clergyman.”
Torben squinted at her, noticing how her eyes lit up at the rumor.

“But regardless,” she leaned back now and stopped whispering, “he built his home in the woods
though they were still dangerous at the time. Wolves and bears and such.” She paused, checking

to ensure Torben was listening.
“Is that it?” he asked.
“Nope,” she replied, popping the p, “He got murdered by some marauders.”
Torben considered asking who she meant but thought better of it. “Oh,” he said.

“I could tell you a bit more about the town if you like,” she offered.



Torben nodded, feeling he had little choice, and asked the occasional question as she
monologued about the town’s history. Her cheerfulness dimmed as she described how many
residents relocated when pesticides poisoned the creek in the 80s, and how business had been
slow ever since. She spoke with such sincerity that Torben momentarily wondered if she had
been alive then. But he shook the thought away. Time had not yet touched her as it had touched
the rest of the town. Finally, her stories stopped flowing, and Torben asked for his receipt. Her
smile faltered as she assessed him. Then she nodded and punched the bulky buttons of an old
register. Torben hesitated feeling as though he should say something, but he didn’t know what
to say. So, he simply slid a bill across the counter around the scraps of peeling vinyl. A

moment later, he had his change, an onionskin receipt, his map, and a healthy dose of guilt.

“Thanks,” Torben muttered. The girl didn’t acknowledge him, but as he turned and

left, catchy tunes resumed behind him.

Outside, Torben re-examined the map until he found the boutique drawn with its sky-blue
bricks and emerald door. Some buildings no longer matched. But across the street Torben
recognized a pub, pushed slightly below ground, squished between two restaurants. He estimated
around half the buildings were different now. Signs had disappeared or been replaced, storefronts
repainted. The roads were still the same, though, and that was enough.

Using his two landmarks, Torben oriented himself and began his journey. As he marched
through the streets, he only passed a handful of people though the sun was high and the weather
warm. A young family smiled at him. Others remained distant, their wrinkled eyes tracing his

every move. Torben sped up. His gaze darted between the paper and his surroundings, so that the



drawings were burned into his eyes like a bright light, and he could see the illustrations
overlaying the buildings as he strode past them. After several blocks, the commercial buildings
abruptly ended. However, the road continued on, crawling across rolling hills. Bushes cropped
up along the roadside, forming a verge to shield private residences, and ivy draped itself across
stone walls. The sidewalk had also disappeared, forcing Torben on a narrow strip of grass which

hugged the road. Occasionally, a car whizzed past, but all gave him a wide berth.

The winding road felt like home. Torben was a perpetual traveler even in his own town.
He glided in and out of neighborhoods, delivering packages and envelopes, his presence too
fleeting to be felt. Now, he traveled the lonely road in quiet acceptance. The map had not shown
the houses between the town center and the countryside. He suspected it would omit more. But
he continued forward, and only when the road ceased to curve and a small lot and building
appeared did Torben’s momentum slow.

Half the letters had been scrubbed off a coral sign. Stubborn flecks of white paint still
clung to the first half, while the second half read “Station.” Torben surveyed the empty lot,
noting the rusty pumps and the low gas prices—remnants of a prior decade.

“Some station,” he muttered. He started to leave, but hesitated. The sign swayed and
creaked as a soft current passed. Torben craned his neck back. A soft glow emanated from the
convenience store. Grime clouded its windows: silhouettes and sunshine diffused across the
glass. He sighed and crossed the cracked asphalt.

As Torben pushed the store’s door open, a bell tinkled. The smell of hot rubber and stale

coffee engulfed him. A gruff man behind a counter turned to look at him, one lazy eye lagging



behind the other and landing slightly lower than it ought to.

“Do you happen to have any maps?” Torben asked. Years of dust motes, stirred by his
entrance, twirled in the golden light.

“Not many,” the man grumbled. The refrigerators hummed. “You heard of Google?”
Torben rubbed the back of his neck, “I’m looking for the hermitage. I don’t know if it has a
proper name.”

“Oh. You’re one of those folk.” The man went back to reading his newspaper. Creekside
Population on the Rise, First Increase in Fifty Years. Torben squinted. The date was six years
ago.

A quiet huff escaped him, and Torben rolled the tension out of his neck. He searched the
cluttered shop, but the half-empty refrigerators and the stained coffee station with limp packets
of sweetener and plastic-wrapped muffins offered no answers. “What folk?”

The clerk licked his finger and turned the page. “The ones looking for a miracle.” A
miracle didn’t sound bad—not exactly. He just wasn’t sure he wanted one. “I’m not looking
for that.”

The newspaper folded down with a jerky snap. The clerk held his gaze. “Then what?”
Torben shrugged. “Bit of sightseeing.” He glanced down at the counter and picked up a pack
of gum, turning it over in his hands. The clerk kept staring.

“Tourists,” he grumbled at last. But the man heaved himself up, pulling his shirt back
over his potbelly, and crouched to peer beneath the counter. Papers rustled, and a moment later,

he reappeared with a crate, dropping it onto the counter with a thud. He glanced at Torben, who



was still reading the nutritional information on the gum, and began thumbing through the crate’s
crumbling pamphlets. His fingers lingered over one, before he plucked it out and unfolded it.
Torben set the gum down. A timeworn map lay before him, mottled with foxing. Brown specks
crossed the clean lines. With a pudgy finger, the clerk pointed to the bottom right where a small
drawing of ruins had been inked. “Anything else?”

“I’m guessing this isn’t free?” Torben asked.

“Right.”

He frowned. “I meant the map.”

The man shrugged and leaned back into his chair. “Only if you have nothing better to do
with your money.” With a snap, he lifted the newspaper to hide his face again, but Torben still
felt the weight of his gaze.

“You know what?” he said. “I could go for some gum.” He grabbed the pack he’d been
examining earlier and dropped it closer to the clerk. The newspaper lowered. After a long look,
the man pulled a slip from beneath a stack of newspapers, pretended to do mental calculations,

wrote a number, and handed it to Torben. Torben’s eyes moved from the man to the slip, then to

the register. The clerk held his gaze, though his bad eye continued moving as if he were still
reading the paper on the counter. Torben sighed and produced the money. In a flash, the man
snatched the money, jimmied the register open, and handed back the change. No sooner had the
money hit his hand than Torben tossed it into the tip jar as if returning cursed gold to a dragon’s
hoard. Without another word, he left.

Out of the clerk’s line of sight, Torben studied the map, taking in his surroundings before

setting off along his new route. He backtracked along the country road, passing by rubble that,



according to the map, had once been a motel and a speakeasy. After re-entering a cluster of
homes, this time he took a left onto a gravel road. A breeze drifted in, and the sky had darkened
while he was inside. Clouds now cast the flower beds and hanging pots in shadow. Just as he
reached open fields, Torben stopped at a stone fence. He double-checked the map, then climbed

onto a barely-there dirt path.

The path snaked along clover-filled meadows, tall grass reaching across to brush his
ankles. Beady eyes followed his every move as curious cows and sheep stared at him. Torben
gave them the same casual wave he used for the homeowners on his route. Unlike the
homeowners, however, they did not wave back. Torben had just lost sight of the main road
behind him when a drizzle set in, turning the map soggy and sending the ink running. He tucked
the pamphlet into his coat pocket. As the rain soaked through his socks, the path morphed from
waterlogged mud to trampled grass; it crept into a grove where aged trees blotted out light, and
the grass grew ever taller. Still, he pressed forward, reminded of the bleak apartments he
delivered to—sun-starved and crowded. Torben was beginning to wonder whether the dark

would lift when he glimpsed light ahead, and the trees exhaled into a clearing.

Patches of grey peeked through the green canopy. But through the haze, he spotted a
dark shape: the hermitage, half-hidden by trees. Torben pulled out the gift shop map and held it
before him. The artist’s rendering was perfect down to where the bits of moss spread over the
hut. In comparison, the gas station drawing looked like chicken scratch. He took a final look at
the curvilinear designs and pocketed the map. Torben circled the little cell though there was not

much to observe and paused at the entrance. After a moment’s hesitation, he stepped inside.



There was as little inside the hermitage as there was outside. Torben could go about three
paces in each direction but no more. Rain fell through the roofless ceiling, and the way the rocks
crumbled suggested a window—or at least, that’s how Torben read them though he wasn’t
entirely sure. Running his hand along the wall, he paced the perimeter until he stopped at the
center of the back wall where the uneven floor had been worn smooth and a polished groove
glistened. He faced the wall in front of him, which crept with moss and tufts of lichen. A thought
entered his mind as he looked down at the depression. It was silly, he thought. Yet he found
himself kneeling into the indentation. His knees fit perfectly. On the wall, hidden behind the
moss, Torben now noticed crimson stains. He reached to touch them then withdrew his hand. He

shivered, as though ghostly hands had guided him, their movements etched into the air.

Torben imagined the pilgrims before him, then the monk, then his murderers, each guided
by their own mission. He looked at the bloodstains slightly below eye level. He touched his neck,
and for a moment viewed history: a cold night, shadows, a muttered prayer, the glint of steel. He
let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding and scanned the hermitage. Nothing remained,
however, but the carcasses of candles, melted down to snubs, and coins shoved into crevices.
Torben wondered how many had come before him, knelt where he knelt, and thought the same

thoughts.

He sat with his thoughts longer than usual, and only when the rainwater began pooling
around his knees did he finally rise. Digging in his pockets, he searched for some spare change
and only found a single coin. His hand started forward to wedge it beneath the stones—then his

eye caught on a tiny flower struggling past the glittering metal, a small life in a palimpsest of



history. Torben took in his surroundings again. The rain pattered against the stones, gathering on
scattered coins before dripping lazily onto the floor. The cool air felt crisp like the first breath
after a long daze. Slipping the coin away, Torben withdrew the gas station map instead. A
raindrop fell, turning the paper transparent so he could see through to the other side. Lines upon
lines. Ink over ink. It reminded him of the stacked price stickers in the boutique and the phantom
letters on the gas station sign. The rain blurred the lines further, and Torben folded the map back
into his pockets. Candles. Coins. Bloodstains. He closed his eyes. And something else

glimmering silently like an invisible flame only known through the shadows it cast.

Torben’s eyes opened and he took a final glance at the worn stone and the incarnadine ink
imprinted on it. Sighing, he picked up the candles, peeling trails of melted wax from the floor.
He pried what coins he could from the nooks and crannies and lay them on rubble outside. As he
worked, the rain began to lift, and when he finished, the little flower waved gently in the breeze.

Then Torben turned toward the town, his footprints already fading.



