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Better Late Than Never

By Rich Horton
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This anthology has been a long time coming—the stories first appeared in 2020. We were delayed by—old excuse but true!—pandemic issues. My publisher and I were both personally affected by pandemic problems (happily, no serious health issues), and when we worked through that we found that supply chain issues made a paper version of this book a difficult prospect.

That said, in a curious way, the delay I faced in finalizing the table of contents was actually valuable. I was able to further reflect on the stories I’d liked, and also to investigate some additional sources—most notably Wole Talabi’s exceptional anthology Africanfuturism, which features stories by writers from Africa. Indeed, Talabi recently performed a statistical study, strikingly showing how dramatically the amount of African science fiction has increased in the past decade—as he points out, largely from his home country of Nigeria, and from South Africa. (That said, the two stories I chose for this book from his anthology are “Egoli” by Zimbabwe’s T. L. Huchu; and “Behind Our Irises” by Botswana’s Tlotlo Tsamaase.)

This really exciting growth area has been spurred the efforts of many—not just Talabi, but Ivor W. Hartmann (whose AfroSF anthologies are outstanding), and Oghenechovwe Donald Ekpeki (who also recently became the first African-born writer to win a Nebula Award, for his novelette “O2 Arena”.) (The efforts of writers and editors not born in Africa to promote African science fiction, such as Geoff Ryman and new F&SF editor Sheree Renee Thomas, should also be celebrated.) 

In that past I have often tried to give a quick report on the state of the science fiction field in these introductions. Whatever I can say now, however, is curiously out of date for a book celebrating stories from 2020. And, as the coronavirus pandemic stretches into its third year, as the tyrant Vladimir Putin prosecutes an illegal war against a neighboring country, as the US politics remain, to my mind, in a debased and excessively partisan state; well, to coin a phrase, the troubles (and triumphs) of our small field sometimes don’t seem to amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world. 

That said, celebrating the triumphs of the writers in our field is what lights my fire. And this book is my attempt to celebrate the triumphs of science fiction and fantasy short fiction in 2020. I’ll begin by mourning one great writer we lost just as this book was being assembled: Patricia A. McKillip—alas, we had hoped to include her lovely story “Camouflage” in this volume but the timing was terrible. Do seek it out in Jonathan Strahan’s anthology The Book of Dragons, and do search out McKillip’s catalog beautifully written novels—my favorite being, perhaps, Winter Rose.

One thing I always hope to do in these books is feature some new writers—new to me at least. I was truly delighted with Amanda Hollander’s second published short story, “A Feast of Butterflies”—and I have learned since that she also writes librettos for operas! (The only other writer I’ve published in this series whom I know to have written a libretto is E. Lily Yu, but I’d be glad to hear of more!) Several further writers were new or nearly new to my when I read the stories I reprint here: Nadia Afifi, John Wiswell, Rati Mehrotra, Bishop Garrison, Eugenia Triantafyllou, and the two African writers mentioned above, T. L. Huchu and Tlotlo Tsamaase. And their stories are a glorious mix of styles and modes—from Hollander’s lushly written and horror-tinged story to Wiswell’s sweet inversion of a horror trope, to first rate near-future science fiction speculation from Afifi, Huchu, and Tsamaase, to rather stranger science fiction speculation from Triantafyllou.

Other writers are new to this series of anthologies but have well-established careers: Tade Thompson’s brilliant Rosewater trilogy established his place in the field several years ago, and I’m thrilled to have a story by him. Sarah Langan has been publishing since the turn of the millennium—and “You Have the Prettiest Mask” is (accidentally, I’m certain) the most prescient seeming story in this volume, dealing as it does with a terrible disease—and with masking! Other veteran first timers are Aliya Whiteley, Jessica P. Wick (perhaps better known for her editing and poetry than her short fiction), and Ian Tregillis. Plus a special case—Mercurio D. Rivera has previously appeared in one of my anthologies—a one-year experiment in reprinting the best online science fiction and fantasy that became moot, more or less, as online venues stopped being a novelty. 

Two more writers who have been publishing for a while but appear in these books for the first time are special cases of a sort—I’ve had an eye on the work of Ken Schneyer and Leah Cypess for years, and for one reason or another never quite chose their stories . . . until 2020, when Schneyer’s “Laws of Impermanence” and Cypess’ “Stepsister” absolutely shoved their ways to the front of the pack—two of the best stories of 2020, and two stories I knew I’d have in this book the second I finished reading them. (And that’s another reason I regret the delay in publishing this volume!) 

It's a special delight to reprint two writers who also appeared in the very first edition of my best of the year collections, back in 2006: James Van Pelt and Michael Swanwick. They have both continued to publish excellent short fiction—lots of it—in the intervening years and these stories show that they haven’t lost a step.

I won’t list every other writer—these are all writers whose stories I’ve liked and continue to like, and I think it’s a list combining the clear greats of the field—the Samatars and Lius and Swanwicks and Kessels and Pinskers—with up-and-comers who we’ll think of in the same terms soon. But I will mention Benjamin Rosenbaum particularly—he’s been absolutely one of the most interesting, most varied, most downright brilliant writers of short fiction over the past couple of decades—and his first novel, The Unraveling, just came out in English, and it is brilliant. (It is also peripherally related to his story in this book.)

I strive for all kinds of variety in these books. In theme: here we see horror, lush fantasy, near future speculation, far future extrapolation, urban fantasy, dragons, robots, angels, fairy tale retellings, and on and on. In length. In background—there are writers from Botswana, Canada, England, India, Singapore, the US, and Zimbabwe. And in place of publication—from online magazines like Beneath Ceaseless Skies and Fiyah, from the traditional print magazines like Analog and F&SF, from original anthologies like A Book of Dragons and Entanglements, from small press anthologies like London Centric and A Sinister Quartet, from saddle-stitched zines like Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet and Past Tense, from a literary “little magazine” (though it’s huge): Conjunctions. I didn’t pick a story in translation this year, but I have in the past, and happily there are many interesting such stories published every year.

Better late than never—I hope you enjoy these, I’m convinced you will! (At least most of them—we’ll never agree on everything, and that’s a good thing!) The field remains in great hands—see what I mean!
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Stepsister

Leah Cypess
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The story you know isn’t exactly a lie.

It leaves a lot out, but everything you’ve been told is absolutely true. This is the story you’ve heard. Just not exactly as you’ve heard it.

You are hearing this new version when you’re older, so you can see the cracks in it, the dark absurdities and sickening cruelties. But it is not so different from the story you were told as a child. To a child, everything related by a trusted adult is a solid, reasonable truth. Perhaps if a child was told no tales, the whole world would appear senseless and cruel.

Instead, your mind fits itself to the truth you know. It grows with you, becomes a part of you, and you cannot question it without murdering a little bit of yourself.

And what would compel anyone to do that?

● ● ●

I like to tell my friends that when we were younger, King Ciar and I used to spar with wooden posts, and that once the prince knocked my makeshift helmet so hard that it spun around and stuck on my head, and it took five servants and a vat of butter to get me free.

“The butter made my hair spike,” I said, “and I liked the look so much I refused to wash it out. It was two months before my mother had enough. She tied me up while I slept, then woke me by dumping a vat of sudsy water over my head. She spent half an hour scrubbing my scalp and ignoring my screams.”

Laughter roared through the tavern, even from the far tables I hadn’t been addressing. It was an easy enough sight for them to imagine; I had more than two decades on me, but my face was still round and childish, and my sporadic attempts to grow a beard only made it worse rather than better. Plus, when my hair was overlong—which it tended to be, because I had reservations about letting the castle barbers’ knives get too near my throat—it stuck out from my head in tufts.

“Your mother?” said Lissa, and I swore softly before turning to grin at her. I had forgotten that Lissa’s mother, like mine, was a long-time servant at the castle. Lissa knew that my mother had died when I was five years old.

“Yes,” I said, meeting her dark eyes. “She always wanted a girl, see. I think she was glad of the excuse.”

A moment of silence. I held my breath. It could have gone either way; Lissa liked nothing better than proving people wrong, but partly as a result of that hobby, she had very few friends left. Hopefully she wouldn’t risk antagonizing one of them.

She leaned back. “Glad of an excuse to wash your hair? Or to tie you up?”

More laughter, much louder than what I had elicited. I was glad of it, and of Lissa’s smirk. If the laughter satisfied her, she would let me get away with my slip.

I wasn’t lying, by the way. The story was true. It was just that it was I who hit the prince, and his helmet that had to be removed with butter, and it was his mother, the queen, who had him tied up and covered with suds—not with her own hands, of course. She hadn’t whipped me with her own hands, either, though she had stood nearby and watched, to make sure I understood the consequences of putting the crown prince’s life in danger.

She had made Ciar watch, too. It was the one time I had ever seen a tear trickle down the cheek of our infamously ruthless monarch.

That story isn’t as funny. And if I told of our king’s humiliation, that would have been treason, and I might have ended up hanged rather than merely whipped. You have to walk a fine line around royalty. Unless you’re smart enough to stay far away from them to begin with.

I like to think I would have been smart enough, if I’d ever been given a choice in the matter.

Someone coughed from the tavern door. It was the sort of cough that stopped our laughter cold and wiped the smirk off Lissa’s face. We all turned toward it, like marionettes being pulled by a single string.

“Lord Garrin,” the royal messenger said, and the others’ faces turned toward me, Lissa’s eyes narrowing in speculation.

I resisted the urge to point out that I had no title. It wasn’t the messenger’s fault; nobody is ever quite sure of how to address me. I was the king’s best friend, his sworn companion. I was also a potential claimant to his throne, a possible dagger to his throat. And the only family he now had left.

Lord didn’t exactly sum it up, but it was as close as anyone could get.

The messenger cleared his throat. “His Majesty has need of you.”

I was glad I’d told the story. It had kept me from draining my tankard, and the last thing I needed, when dealing with King Ciar, was to be drunk.

“Of course,” I said, and rose to my feet with only the slightest of stumbles. “Take me to him.”

● ● ●

Ciar was two people, these days: the king he was turning into, harsh and weary and determined, and the brother I’d grown up with, reckless and hedonistic and loyal. Usually, it was easy for me to tell which Ciar I would be dealing with. But today he was someone else entirely, someone who sat in his bedchamber staring out the window, his face set in lines of melancholy.

I searched through all my memories of Ciar—twenty-two years’ worth—and failed to come up with a single melancholy one. Even that day in the courtyard, with the whip tearing through my skin, his face hadn’t looked like this. I couldn’t actually remember what his face did look like that day, but I was sure it hadn’t been this bleak.

I’d never had a chance to ask, since Ciar never mentioned that day again. His gaze was ever forward, never back. It was part of the problem with him, and also part of the reason men followed him: his certainty that whatever he was headed toward, it was better than what was behind him.

“Everyone else,” he said, without looking up, “leave us.”

It was quite an exodus, for there were at least ten people in the room. The servants of his chamber, his guards, his retainers, his supposed friends: they all filed past me with resentful stares. Lady Aniya, who was either his mistress or angling for the position, gave me a warm smile as if we knew each other. We didn’t, but I admired her brains in trying to get me on her side. Unlike Queen Ella, who had always seen her husband’s bastard brother as a rival and tried to turn Ciar against me. The queen still didn’t appear to have noticed that I was the only person in Ciar’s life he had never left behind.

Not yet, Lissa told me once. But only because we had been arguing; even she knew better than that. I had been Ciar’s friend for our entire lives. No one else—no woman, no companion, not even a favorite hunting dog—had retained their place in his affections for longer than five years.

“Garrin,” Ciar said, once we were alone. “I need your help.”

I didn’t know whether to sink to one knee or stride over and clasp his arm. But the words I had to say were the same in either case, so I said them without moving. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

He turned away from the window and faced me. Sadness looked wrong on his features, like an ill-fitting mask. “You must find my wife’s stepsister and bring her to court.”

“I will,” I said automatically, before the meaning of his words sank in. Then they did, and every muscle in my body tensed. “Ciar, why?”

He blinked, and a more familiar expression swept over his face: cold, clear determination. “That is not your concern.”

A surge of rage went through me, an anger I’d only felt—only allowed myself to feel—once before. I pushed it down, back to its usual banked simmer. After all, as far as he knew, it was true; I had no reason to care more about this order than any other he gave me.

He was the king now, and I had to think about which questions I dared ask. “Does Her Majesty the queen know that you are—”

“Of course not.” That flicker of pain again, before his expression closed up around it. “And you are to make sure she does not find out.”

Sometimes, it is very dangerous to have a king trust you. Especially when his queen hates you for it.

Especially when she is right to.

“Of course, Your Majesty.” I decided to bow. “What excuse shall I give for my departure?”

“I doubt you’ll need one,” he said. “I was out hunting from dawn to dusk yesterday, and she never even asked me where I was. These days, my wife doesn’t pay much attention to anything that isn’t ladies’ gossip.”

The scorn in his voice made me blink. I had never heard him speak of Ella with anything but deep, reverential love. His blindness when it came to her had irritated me, though of course I’d never said anything. I had no right to take anything from Ciar, and that included his happiness.

Though really, I should not have been surprised. After all, he and Queen Ella had now been married for almost five years.

● ● ●

I was also not surprised when I found one of the queen’s maids waiting for me at the door to my room.

Make sure she does not find out, indeed.

The maid curtsied to me, a bit mockingly. Amelie did everything mockingly, as if she found all the people in the castle ridiculous, and only played the part of queen’s maid because it amused her to do so. “Her Majesty requests your presence in her sitting room.”

“Oh, good,” I said. “I didn’t want to eat or drink today anyhow.”

Amelie laughed. “I can have pastries sent to the sitting room, if you think you’ll have the stomach for them while she’s yelling at you.”

“Is Her Majesty planning to yell at me?”

“Planning to? No.” Amelie lifted an eyebrow. “But I would bet good coin that it’s going to happen.”

I liked Amelie. She was small and quick—not pretty, but only because she couldn’t be bothered to be—and she acted like we were all the same, king and noble and commoner alike. She acted that way because she considered us all so far beneath her that the differences were not discernible. But still, it was refreshing.

I liked her, but I didn’t trust her. So I resisted the urge to ask any more questions. Instead, I said, “Order the pastries. I think I’ll be fine.”

She pouted for a second, because I wouldn’t play her game, then laughed and danced down the hall.

I sighed and followed her.

● ● ●

There were no pastries. There was no queen, either; she kept me waiting for nearly an hour. I had nothing to do but count the scratches on the intricate wooden furniture and the folds in the thick velvet curtains. The king’s command burned in the back of my mind, making me restless and itchy. I should have been on a horse already, galloping along the road into the mountains.

I could only hope Ciar would understand that the delay, too, was in his service.

I did not allow myself to think that any of my impatience was for myself, or that I had my own reasons for being anxious to start. Jacinda was not as far away as Ciar assumed. It was already midafternoon, but if I left right now and rode hard, I could be at her cottage before nightfall.

Instead, I cooled my heels in an overdecorated sitting room, empty and silent except for the growling of my stomach.

The queen played this game with everyone, and normally it didn’t bother me. I understood why she did it. She had spent so many years being the one to wait and serve; not in a warm, fancy room, either, but in a dank attic or a sweltering kitchen, barefoot and hungry and often in pain. I had once, by accident, seen the welts on her back, and Ciar had told me some of the things her stepfamily had said to her—that she was worthless, that she lived on the pity of others, that it was her place to scurry after them and anticipate their needs and wait, wait, wait for them.

So I understood. But still, it had been five years; perhaps it was time for her to start letting it go.

When Queen Ella finally swept into the room, I dropped immediately to one knee and bowed my head. I had learned early that, while I might drop some formalities with Ciar, I had better never let his wife think I had forgotten her position.

“Rise, Garrin,” she said. No pretend “lord” for her.

I rose.

The tales tell the truth about the queen’s beauty—the tales, and the bards, and anyone who catches a glimpse of her to this very day. All softness and elegance and grace, perfectly formed features beneath a waterfall of golden hair.

Jacinda’s hair was coarse and dark, her eyebrows thick, her nose prominent. She was no beauty, that’s for certain. But she had an arresting force on men nonetheless—or on two men, at least. For me, it was the sharpness of her dark eyes, the intensity with which she held herself. The way she moved, quick and steady, not graceful so much as unfaltering.

I always assumed it was the same for Ciar.

But of course, it was impossible to ask.

The queen was particularly exquisite that day, in an icy blue gown with a lace overdress, her hair coiled in towering braids around her head. Her famously blue eyes were delicately outlined with kohl, and they were, as always, the first thing you saw when you looked at her. The poets all spend at least three stanzas on the blueness of the queen’s eyes, with good reason.

She had brought only Amelie with her, which was a sure sign of trouble. It meant that whatever she was going to say to me, she didn’t want it overheard.

I met Amelie’s eyes, and she shook her head slightly. I couldn’t tell if it was a warning, or an indication that there would be no pastries.

“Sit,” Queen Ella commanded, and I sat, settling myself on a delicate cushioned chair that was a bit too small for me. “What did my husband want from you?”

The queen tends to get straight to the point. It’s a lingering effect of her common origins.

But I was raised by a commoner, too. “He commanded me not to tell you.”

She hissed between her teeth and took two steps toward me. “I could have you executed for treason right now.”

She could, without a doubt. The only question was how Ciar would react if she did, and I didn’t know the answer to that. He loved her deeply, but I was his oldest friend.

I bent my head, hoping that she didn’t know the answer, either.

She was so close that I could see her hands. They clenched and unclenched, the knobs of her knuckles jutting out. For all her ministrations and creams—and, some whispered, alchemy—she had never been able to reclaim her hands. They were still rough and spotted, marked by years of scrubbing and scouring and scraping.

“You surprise me, Garrin,” she said. Her voice was slow and measured, and my name sounded like the scrape of stone on sandpaper. “Do you not fear me? Do you think me sweet and innocent and incapable of taking revenge? I had thought you would know better.”

“I do,” I said. I wanted to glance up, but I refrained. I knew what her face would look like; I still remembered her expression when she pronounced her stepfamily’s punishment. Take them away from me and stone them until they die. “And I do fear you. But not enough to make me betray my king.”

Amelie made a small amused sound.

The queen turned on her heel and walked away from me, a light tap-tap on the floor and a swish of heavy skirts. I did not look up until the door shut behind her with a heavy thud.

Amelie remained. She leaned near the door, one foot propped up against the wall, an unrefined pose that would have been shocking on anyone else.

“You should fear her more,” she said. “More than you fear your king.”

“I don’t fear Ciar,” I said. “I love him.”

Amelie lifted an eyebrow. “So does she.”

I had nothing to say to that.

Amelie straightened and walked toward me. She had an odd way of walking, like she was almost flying but had forgotten how to. “My queen loves very fiercely. And she hates fiercely, too.”

I could tell my face was betraying me anyhow, so I allowed myself a harsh laugh. “We all know that.”

Amelie knew at once what I was referring to. She pursed her lips. “She was right to punish them. I was there, Garrin. I saw how they treated her. Her stepmother was the worst, but her daughters were eager learners. And jealous besides. Ella was better than them, far better, and yet she was the one forced to stay home and scrub dirt off their shoes while they got to go to the castle and dance with dukes.”

By better, of course, she meant prettier.

“I don’t doubt it,” I said, and I truly didn’t. Raising children to hate is just as easy—easier, probably—than raising them to love. “But I don’t know why you’re telling me this.”

“I think you do,” Amelie said, then turned and slipped out the door.

● ● ●

By then, it was too late to set off. I couldn’t help but wonder if that had been the queen’s intention.

I went back to the tavern for dinner—I am a man of predictable habits—and alleviated my frustration with a chunky bowl of stew and some extremely well-spiced mead. I usually drink only in Ciar’s company—he has a tendency to forget that he is the king when he’s drunk, and the resumption of our old easy friendship is well worth the next day’s hangover—but lately, I had found myself drifting more and more to drink when I was alone. Maybe because I now associated the feeling of drunkenness with Ciar’s laugh and his trust.

I had been hoping to run into Lissa at the tavern, but she was gone. Instead, I found myself surrounded by castle servants—groomsmen and kennel masters and smiths, those paid well enough to afford the food at this tavern, but still too lowly to dine with the nobility.

“Heard you had audiences with both Their Majesties, Garrin,” one of the tailors said, passing me a flagon so I could refill my cup. “But separate audiences, eh? What’s the story behind that?”

I smiled at him and took the flagon. His question hadn’t truly been in earnest. Everyone knew I didn’t gossip about my king’s business.

“Trouble brewing is the story,” said one of the waitresses, passing by and snatching the flagon out of my hand. “Their Majesties have been seen together less and less lately, is what I’ve heard.”

The tailor laughed. “Well, that’s not going to help them get us an heir.”

“It’s likely the lack of an heir that’s causing the problem.” This from a man I didn’t know. “The queen has been summoning doctors from all over the continent to see what ails her womb.”

“No mystery what ails her,” the waitress snorted, “and it’s nothing a doctor can cure. You dabble in faerie magic, you pay the price.”

A momentary hush fell, and the waitress’s cheeks colored. She glanced swiftly around the room. That had been a bit too close to treason for anyone’s comfort.

“It will be two coppers if you want a refill,” she said to me finally, her voice high and forced.

I handed her the coppers and added an order of pie, to give her an excuse to go back to the kitchen. But I left before she returned with my dessert, and with half my cup undrained as well.

I wasn’t sure why the thought of a rift between the king and queen made my heart heavy. I had never believed in their fairy tale because I had always known there was magic behind it, though it wasn’t Ella who had dabbled in it.

Maybe because the marriage had made Ciar so happy. It might seem odd that I would worry about his well-being, but I did. I wanted his happiness as much as I desired my own.

When I got to my room in the castle, there were pastries waiting on a tray on my bed. One was a fluffy almond croissant, which I could not eat; almonds made my throat itch, and everyone who worked in the castle kitchen knew it. Which meant it had not been brought here for me to eat.

I broke the croissant open carefully and extracted the paper folded inside.

The handwriting was large and blocky, like that of a child. Or a commoner who had only recently learned to form letters.

Garrin,

If you love me, leave me in peace.

Please.

—Jacinda

On the bottom, she had sketched—more carefully than she had drawn the letters—a picture of a delicate glass slipper with a dark splotch of ink spreading from its toe.

● ● ●

We all grew up knowing that we shared our world with the fae. They lent magic and wonder to our grinding lives, favored us with the occasional sprinkle of miracle or tragedy, and all they asked in return was for us to dance. Once at midsummer and once at the winter solstice: a grand ball, for royalty and commoners alike, where the dancing gets wilder all through the night and our movements shimmer with beauty and abandon. Nights when the ugly appear beautiful and the beautiful transcendent, when the melancholy turn joyful and the happy go insane, when romance turns into a solid reality and princes fall in love with peasant girls.

Many families lock their daughters away on the nights of the fae balls. Between the glitter and the magic, things happen that should not be seen—or participated in—by girls with good morals. But doors tend to unlatch, windows tend to creak open, nimble fae fingers drawing us all to their dance.

The story has grown—a coach, a train of horses, a magical gown—but I was there. The fae did no more for Queen Ella than they did for dozens of eager girls willing to risk their futures for a night of revelry.

It’s just that for most of them, it doesn’t turn out as well.

My mother taught me that. They say that what happens on fae nights is forgiven and forgotten by morning, and for men, that is certainly true. For women, not so much.

They also say that children conceived on the night of a fae ball have magic of their own, but I had never seen any evidence of that.

My mother taught me to stay away from the dances. She never forbade me, for that just tempts the fae, but she frightened me. Even though I was only five years old when she died, even though I can barely remember her face, I still recall her low, intense voice:

The dances are not for us. They are for them, so they can drain our energy and guzzle at our lives. They need to feed off us, and so they have set a beautiful trap. They have beauty in abundance; it costs them nothing to throw some our way. And we are too bedazzled to ask what it costs us.

But I was seventeen that night and chafing at my dead mother’s caution, walking around the castle grounds while strains of wild, unearthly music drifted through the walls. Circling closer and closer, like a moth drawn toward the flame, not yet admitting to myself what I was doing.

That was when I saw the girl fleeing the castle. She held her skirts up, but they were so bulky they hindered her view of the ground, and, inevitably, she tripped and fell.

I headed toward her, glad of a distraction. When I reached her, she was still kneeling on the ground, her dark hair falling over her face, her shoulders heaving.

“My lady,” I said. “Are you all right?”

She blinked up at me, and her dark eyes widened as she took in my face. “Ciar—”

“No,” I said. “I am not him. Are you searching for the prince?”

She took a closer look at me, and a mix of relief and disappointment crossed her face. She shook her head.

I held out my hand and helped her to her feet. Up close, I could see that her dress, though in current fashion and elaborately decorated, was made of second-rate cloth roughly stitched together. Probably the best she could afford. Many common girls spent everything they had for the dances, these evenings when love had enough power to change a life.

Though usually not for the better. No one tells the girls that until it’s too late.

I had seen enough of the world by now to know that my mother was wrong. They did tell the girls, over and over. It was just that the girls didn’t particularly want to hear it.

Judging by the tears on this one’s face, she knew now, and it was already too late.

My heart wrenched. She was not particularly beautiful, this girl, but there was something about her eyes, wide and dark and direct, and the set of her full lips. And the music, still drifting through the air and winding through my heart, pulling it toward wild leaps of sentimental abandon.

“The dance has barely begun,” I said. “I can escort you back, if you’d like?”

Desire flashed in her eyes, and I could practically see the music moving in them. But she shook her head.

I glanced at the castle. She had been there, in the midst of the music and magic, and she had left. What could have caused her to do that?

And what sort of strength had enabled her to do it?

“You can dance with me here,” she said abruptly. Her voice was throaty and slightly ragged. “If . . . if you would like to.”

I met her eyes and saw the desperation in them. I saw the echoes of the fae magic, urging her to go back, to join the rest, to dance the night away. To forget what tomorrow might bring.

I held out my arms, and she stepped into them.

We did not go back. We did not join the rest of them. But we danced, and it was enough, for that one night, to let us resist. We danced as if we had been dancing together all our lives, and eventually we also laughed, and at the very end of our dance, when dawn was staining the sky and the fae power was fading along with their music, when people in the castle were blinking and staring around and discovering that tomorrow had come despite their ignoring it, we finally stepped apart. I bowed. She curtsied.

I knew her name by then: Jacinda. And I had seen and recognized the token tucked into the bodice of her gown, a lock of golden hair bound with silver thread. Ciar gave one like it to every girl he fancied.

But she had left Ciar and danced with me, and though I knew I should not have allowed it, I was filled with a tender joy. It was the music and the magic strumming through my skin, turning my mind inside out and making me forget the rule my safety was built around: You must never take anything from Ciar.

But she was so fierce and so real, and for the first time in my life, I wanted something so badly I didn’t think about the consequences. (A foolish mood, not a brave one. The consequences, like the morning, would come anyhow.) I reached for her hand and pulled her closer, and her dark eyes watched me, then slowly closed as I bent my head to hers.

Our lips barely touched. She made a small, pained sound and stepped back.

“Oh,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” I whispered. She had not let go of my hand.

“For . . . ” She opened her eyes and searched my face. “This is not what you think. You’re not feeling what you think you’re feeling. It’s only fae magic.”

Of course it was; we could still hear the fading strains of music from the castle. But I had never understood this business of calling feelings less real just because you know what caused them. After all, if you decided to love someone—if you thought over your options, and took into account character and rank and similar interests—then that wasn’t love, at least not by the standards of the court bards. True love was supposed to be sudden and senseless and all-consuming; it was supposed to make no sense at all. Just like magic. A force that destroyed rather than built.

Love had ruined my mother’s life, and she had always warned me against it. Yet here I stood, with the fae music strumming against my skin and my heart beating as if it would rip that skin apart, and my mother’s warning was faint and distant and inconsequential.

The poets say they would give up anything for love, she’d told me. But they only say that because they don’t think they’ll have to.

I was no poet, but I knew exactly what I would be giving up. Ciar had already seen this girl, had danced with her, had chosen her. It was a lesson drummed into me from early childhood, a condition of my continued existence at court—perhaps of my existence altogether: I must never take anything from Ciar.

If I did, that act would be the dividing line between begrudging tolerance and vengeful fear. Because if I ever took his toy, or his triumph, or his girl . . .

Then next, I might try to take his kingdom.

And my life depended on no one ever, ever thinking I would do that.

“I shouldn’t have danced with you,” Jacinda said. “It wasn’t fair. I have . . . ” She leaned over and tugged off her shoes, which were as clear and bright as glass. As she dangled them from her hand, a drop fell from the toe of one of them—small and wet like dew, but darker than dew. “I enchanted them with my own blood and pain, to ensnare a suitor of royal blood.”

“I’m impressed,” I said, still holding her hand. “Many women seek the prince’s eyes, but few go so far as to sacrifice to the fae.”

“Well,” she said with a shrug, “other women have beauty to rely upon.”

As if that was a truer reason for love than magic.

My silence tugged the corners of her lips upward. “Will you not protest and say I am beautiful?”

“I think you are,” I said honestly. “You are as gorgeous as the night. But that is not the way Ciar’s taste runs.”

She looked startled. “You know Prince Ciar?”

“We are . . . ” The word trembled on my lips, but I had never spoken it aloud. To do so would be to take something from Ciar. “We have been friends since we were babes. My mother was his wet nurse.”

She peered at me closely again—at the shape of my face, which had caused her to make a mistake when she first saw me. She pulled her hand free, and I let her.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

She lifted her skirts again, so she could make her way across the castle grounds. She strode swiftly through the darkness, the glass slippers swinging from her hand, dripping something black and sticky into the tall grass.

The next time I saw those slippers, they were on the queen’s feet.

● ● ●

If you love me, the note said.

Perhaps she had changed her mind about what made love real.

More likely, she was simply desperate.

I let the pieces of croissant fall back onto the tray and ran my fingers over the paper, as if I could feel her fingers touching it.

I did not, of course, still love her. How could I? It had been five years; there had been other dances, and other girls. Besides, I knew the truth about her now. Her cruelty toward her stepsister, her meanness and vindictiveness.

I had never disbelieved the stories, because I had seen that cruelty in her eyes. What I had called fierceness, and admired, because I was not its victim.

No one had blamed our new queen when she condemned her stepmother and stepsisters to death. She had shown us the marks on her arms, the scars that would never heal. No one had tried to stop her from punishing her tormentors.

Not even me.

I had thought of saying something to Ciar. But what could I have said? Should I have told him to deny his beloved? That her glass slippers were bespelled, and not exactly in the way she had claimed? That he loved her for reasons other than her beauty and her mystery and the fact that he’d had to pursue her?

I could not take anything from Ciar, and that included his joy in his new bride.

It had been he who called me, the night before their punishment, his summons dragging me from my bed. I had not been sleeping anyhow. I had been thinking of Jacinda, of the joy on her face as we danced on the castle lawn, as if the illusion of freedom was a rare and sweet taste in her mouth. I had been wondering what she would look like as she died.

She once buried cutlery in the yard, then made Ella dig it up and clean it, Ciar had said, in one of the few minutes we spent together—fitting doublets for his wedding, which was being arranged with great haste. The ones that weren’t clean enough, she threw at her. Ella still has those scars. This is a fitting punishment.

Which she? I asked, and he’d looked at me sideways as if hearing something in my tone. I had caught his glance and held it, keeping my expression steady. There were three shes to be dealt with—a stepmother and two stepsisters—so it was a reasonable question.

All of them, Ciar had snapped. All three of them tormented her together. It makes no difference which one chose any particular cruelty.

It was the closest I had ever come to the boundaries of what I could ask Ciar. Even for Jacinda, I could go no farther.

Love has its limits.

Desperate or not, she should have known better than to ask.

I burned the note before I went to bed. I stood watching the flame eat those carefully drawn letters, the edges of the paper folding up on themselves, curling and blackening.

I shouldn’t have done it. I should have held on to it, to show to Ciar. Even though that note was mine, written for me and meant for my eyes, I still had no right to steal it from my king.

I watched until the paper was a scattering of ashes, and then I went to bed.

● ● ●

I expected to dream of Jacinda. But the smell of burned paper kept me awake, so I had to settle for merely remembering her, without the confusion and softening a dream would have brought.

She had talked to me about Ella, a bit. Not on the night of the dance, but later, in the stable yard under Ciar’s hard eyes. She admitted everything: the degradation, the spite, the cruelty. She had not pretended not to hate her stepsister, or even to regret her treatment of her. I suppose she’d had no reason to. She already knew that, for whatever reason, Ciar was going behind his bride’s back to send her to safety.

At one point, her gaze flickered to me, and something broke in her eyes. But she turned back to Ciar before she spoke again.

“She was supposed to be beaten down,” she said. “It was the way it always was, and it seemed normal to us. I never had reason to question it.”

She didn’t say it like it was an excuse, because of course it wasn’t.

She said nothing to me directly, not even on that long evening ride through the mountains. She was too busy clinging to her horse and retching into the grass. But when we reached the village, and I had set her up in the small prepared cottage, she looked at me with those fierce, direct eyes.

“It’s true, you know,” she said. “Everything I confessed to your prince. Everything Ella said I did to her. She didn’t exaggerate at all.” She had drawn her cloak around her body and curled up on the narrow bed, in the same type of peasants’ hovel she had tried so hard to escape, and turned toward the wall. “I deserve this.”

I wanted to contradict her, but I didn’t know how.

So instead I just left her there, as my prince had commanded me to.

No.

I thought of her dark eyes, her refusal to make up excuses for herself, and was ashamed of my own excuses.

I had left her there, all alone, and ridden back to my castle and my life.

● ● ●

When I finally fell asleep, I didn’t dream at all. Perhaps that was why, when I woke, my only thought was about what to do first: tell Ciar about the letter, or determine how it had gotten into the castle and into my pastry.

Taking this news to Ciar would be complicated. First, I would have to explain why the note no longer existed. Second, I still wasn’t sure whether there was a reason why Ciar had entrusted Jacinda to me all those years ago. Did he know I had my own reasons for wanting to keep her safe? Or had he believed I was his man, loyal and without opinions, as I always had been and should forever have continued to be?

I had done much for Ciar over the years. I had been his best friend, his confidante, and his loyal follower. But his mother had always viewed me as a threat, like a devoted watchdog with a predisposition to go rabid, and she had warned him—had warned both of us—that no matter how much he liked me, no matter how close we were, he must be prepared to have me executed the second it became necessary.

“I never will,” he told me once. Only once. “I know you would never betray me.”

And I never had.

Ciar was a just king. He was a loyal friend. But he had grown up immersed in his mother’s view of me—in the whole kingdom’s view of me. No one had ever challenged it, and I had no reason to believe he ever stopped holding it.

I didn’t want to tell him I had burned the letter. If I did, I would have to explain why, and I wasn’t sure I could.

But solving the letter’s appearance on my own was equally impossible. No one in this castle knew where Jacinda was, except me. Ciar had insisted that I be the only one to know. He said I was the only one he trusted.

“Don’t even tell me,” he had said while I mounted. He looked up at me, one hand on my saddle, his face bright and clear in the moonlight. “Ella is smart. If she figures out what I did, if it gets back to her that only two women were executed tonight . . . I don’t want to be able to tell her where her stepsister is hiding.”

I looked down at him, aghast at his admission of this common girl’s power over him. Did love really possess that kind of strength? Or was this a sign of the darker magic she had used to ensnare him?

And if so . . . was that why he was letting Jacinda go? Because she was the source of that magic, and her snare, too, still clung to his heart?

I didn’t ask then. I figured the time to probe would be when he changed his mind and instructed me to tell him where Jacinda was after all.

But he never did. For the last five years, until yesterday, he had never mentioned her. At times, I wondered if he had truly forgotten her.

But she, clearly, had not forgotten him. Because there were, in the end, two people who knew this secret. I had held my tongue. But Jacinda, it seemed, had not stayed where she was put.

I couldn’t imagine what had possessed her to take such a risk when she must know the queen would want her dead—and likely the king would as well, once she broke the terms under which he had saved her. Now, too late, Jacinda was trying to undo whatever mistake she had made.

But how had she delivered the letter? An ally in the castle? And if she had one, was that the same person who had betrayed her to the king?

I found that very likely, which put me right back at the beginning I had tried so hard to avoid. I had to talk to Ciar.

I headed for the door to my room, trying to work out what to tell him. Perhaps I could say the note had combusted in my hand . . . but that implied that Jacinda still dabbled in magic, and put her in danger. Besides, it was unworthy of me. I never lied to my king.

The truth would suffice. Ciar would understand, and even if he didn’t understand, he would forgive me. I should trust him, just as he trusted me.

I pulled my door open, strode out into the hall, and felt the knife slide through my skin a moment before I registered the flash of motion on my right.

I was almost too slow. Had it been a regular blade, that would be the end of this story. But it was a stone knife, clumsy and dull-edged, not the sort of thing to use if you really want to kill someone. I knocked it out of my attacker’s hand before it had done more than draw blood (and also really, really hurt).

My attacker dove for the knife. She was shockingly fast—perhaps it hadn’t been only my distraction that let her get past me the first time—but her speed was no match for my strength, training, and, most importantly, steel. I got my blade under her chin and my arm across her chest, pinning her against the wall, and found myself staring into the small triangular face of the queen’s maid, Amelie.

● ● ●

You are not surprised. Even though the queen had dozens of maids, and it could have been any one of them.

That’s because you’re hearing about these events as a story. If Amelie wasn’t important, I wouldn’t have told you so much about her, would I?

I didn’t have your advantage. I was surprised, so much so that I lowered my blade. But Amelie didn’t try to take advantage of the opening. Instead, she grinned up at me like she was daring me.

I had no idea what she was daring me to do, so I didn’t have to think about whether I should do it. I stepped back, and she straightened and smoothed down her hair.

“I’m sorry,” she said, not sounding sorry at all.

“What were you trying to accomplish?” I demanded. “Did you actually think you were going to manage to kill me?”

Her eyes sparkled. “I was just trying to get your attention.”

“With a knife?”

“Well, all right.” She shrugged. “I was trying to kill you. But getting your attention was my second best option.”

Perhaps I should have been angrier, but the idea that she might have succeeded in killing me was hard to take seriously. I cocked my head to the side. “And if you had managed your first option? How do you think you would have gotten away with it?”

“It would have been an accident. A fall from a window.” Her smile didn’t waver; she leaned forward a bit, as if we were sharing a private joke. “The windows in this castle are far too large. Very dangerous.”

I tried not to show a reaction. Five years ago, a week after the royal wedding, one of Ciar’s most trusted men had fallen to his death. Witnesses claimed to have seen him staggering near the window while drunk, so I had never questioned that it was an accident, though I had been concerned by how little our newly married prince was grieved by his death. Before his marriage, Ciar had always been as devoted to his men as they were to him.

It had been my first hint of how wedded bliss might change Ciar. I had been relieved when our relationship, after a few weeks of distance, had gone back to normal. Or at least to how it had always been.

Now, I wondered if his lack of concern had been more than that. If he hadn’t wanted to look too closely at how his servant had died, and who might have ordered it.

“Why does your queen want me dead?” I demanded.

Amelie rolled her eyes. “Probably to stop you from bringing her wicked stepsister back to court.”

“I—that’s not—” I stopped my instinctive denial. Apparently, Amelie had decided we were going to be honest with each other. It was in my best interest to continue in that vein, since she clearly knew far more than I did. “How long has the queen known that her stepsister was alive?”

“Oh, from the beginning. The king is not as subtle as he thinks he is.”

“Then why,” I said, “didn’t she try to stop him then?”

“Who knows,” Amelie said. “Gratitude, perhaps? If Jacinda hadn’t dabbled in blood magic to begin with, Ella would never have become queen.”

So we really were being honest today.

I wondered how far it went. What would Amelie say if I asked her where she had come from, and why she was so loyal to our commoner queen? Why she had tried to attack me with a stone knife, and what would happen if she held one with iron in it?

I wish I had asked. But I was loyal and steadfast, and on the king’s business, and, like a good soldier, I focused my attention on my mission.

“In that case,” I said, “why doesn’t she want Jacinda to come back to court?”

“She’s willing to let her stepsister live. That doesn’t mean she wants to look at her face every single day.” Amelie stepped away from me, and I let her. As she turned to face me, I sheathed my blade. “It’s the king’s motives you should be wondering about, Garrin. He’s ignored Jacinda’s existence for five years. Why do you think he wants her back now?”

Because he stopped loving his queen, and remembered that he loved her. As soon as I opened my mouth to say it, I realized how ridiculous it was. There had been dozens of girls before either of them, and Ciar never looked back. If his fancy was passing to another, it would be to someone new.

The realization hit me like a blow to my stomach. While I stood absorbing it, Amelie said, “Come with me, and ask the queen yourself.”

She turned and walked down the hallway without waiting to see if I would follow her.

I should have turned and walked the other way. Nothing the queen said to me could make a difference. I knew my prince’s command. I didn’t need to know his reasons.

But if he didn’t love Jacinda, if he never had . . .

All this time I had known where she was, and I had never gone to her. Never seen what that moonlit dance might have turned into, once the strains of faerie music and the pull of faerie magic were gone.

I had assumed I could not. And maybe all this time, Ciar wouldn’t even have cared.

Although Amelie’s back was to me, I could imagine her expression if I were to say any of this. Which, of course, I had no intention of doing.

But I did follow her: down the passageway, through the side hall, and up the west stairs to the queen’s quarters.

● ● ●

Queen Ella was not surprised to see us. She sat on her bed fully dressed, in a simple green gown that made her beauty look wholesome and innocent. Something unspoken passed between her and her maid, and then Amelie crossed the room and stood by the side of the bed, hands clasped together.

“Your Majesty,” I said. I had no choice but to bow, so I did it more deeply than necessary, in the hope that it would come off as sardonic. “You wished to speak to me?”

“I wished,” Queen Ella said, “to never speak to you again.”

Oh, how nice. We were all being honest with each other today.

“I told you the plan wouldn’t work,” Amelie said. “He’s a trained fighter.”

“But you are—” The queen bit the sentence off. “Very well. Garrin. What can I offer you, to leave my stepsister in peace?”

In peace . . .

“It wasn’t her,” I said. It was suddenly obvious, and I was aghast at how easily I had been fooled. “You wrote that note.”

The queen shrugged.

I should have realized. There was, after all, only one other person who knew how important those slippers really were.

And the If you love me? Had she merely been guessing? Or had I been that obvious?

If so, had it been obvious to Ciar, too?

“Why?” I said. “Why are you trying so hard to keep her in exile? Just let her come back.”

For a brief moment, the queen didn’t look beautiful at all. She looked like a trapped, snarling animal. “You don’t know her. You don’t—you can’t understand what she’s capable of. She’s a witch, she sacrificed her own blood to the fae—” 

“If she’s so terrible,” I said, “why didn’t she sacrifice your blood?”

Amelie laughed softly. The queen shot her a silencing look, then turned back to me. “Do you know why Ciar spared her, even though he let me kill the other two?”

“I don’t,” I said.

Which was what I would have said even if I did know. But Ciar had not shared his reasons with me that night. He’d met me in the stables, one horse saddled, another already mounted by a figure in a dark cloak with wild, wind-swept hair.

“Take her,” he’d said. “Take her somewhere far away from here.”

I hadn’t asked why, both because I didn’t need to know, and because I thought I did know. He’d loved her first, and he loved her still, and he didn’t want to watch her die.

And though I hadn’t asked about his reason for this mission, either, I could guess that as well. It had been five years, and he had changed his mind. But not about letting her go.

About letting her live.

And that was why I was still here in this castle, pretending that notes and the queen were any of my business. I should have been on my horse, racing down the long, straight road that eventually wound its way into the mountains. I could have been in the village by now, in that tiny cottage. I imagined the way Jacinda’s eyes would widen when she saw me. She would understand at once why I was there.

That the king’s mercy had wound down to nothing, and I had been sent to fulfill his will.

Instead I was here, in the castle, talking to the queen. The only person, aside from me, who didn’t want this to happen.

But only because she didn’t know what was happening. She thought Ciar was sending for Jacinda in order to replace her. I had thought the same thing, until I was forced to see how ridiculous it was. None of us are rational about the people who gave us our deepest scars.

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” I said, “but the king has given me a command, and I must carry it out.”

Her lip curled. “Because you are his devoted servant?”

“I am.”

“Please, Garrin.” She said my name like it was stuck in her throat. “You can’t fool me. You’re dangerous. Someday, you’re going to turn on Ciar.”

She said it like she was pronouncing a remarkable insight, even though that was the consensus of every other person in the castle.

The consensus was wrong. But nothing I said would convince the queen of that, so I said nothing.

“Do you know how I know?” She swung her legs over the side of the bed, and Amelie took her hand to help her stand. “Because it’s what I did. So many years of being the grateful, lesser sister, with no right to anything, in debt to them for keeping a roof over my head. For giving me any place at all in my own home. They never imagined that someday, I might take everything they had. But it was the best thing I ever did.”

“They were cruel to you,” I said. “They treated you like a slave. Ciar treats me like a friend.” She made a small, skeptical sound, and I stiffened. “Whether you believe it or not, it’s true.”

“Oh, I believe it.” She shook her hand free of Amelie’s grasp. “But you are both fools if you think that makes a difference. He still has so many things that you do not.”

“They’re his things,” I said. “I don’t want them. I am loyal to Ciar. I’ve always been loyal to Ciar.” I was so tired of people doubting it, when I had spent twenty-two years proving my devotion . . . But then, she had only been here for five of those years. “I’ve done everything he ever asked of me, and will continue to do so. I doubt you can say as much.”

She drew herself up, her eyes turning to ice. “Watch yourself. I am his wife and your queen. He loves me.”

“Of course he does,” I said. “You saw to that, didn’t you?”

She shuffled her feet back instinctively, even though she was wearing only satin-beaded house slippers. The glass slippers were brought out only on special occasions. Fortunately for her, we lived in a castle, so there were plenty of those.

“You stole your stepsister’s magic,” I said flatly. “You used it to make him love you.”

“What difference does it make,” Queen Ella snapped, “if he loves me for my beauty, or for my wit, or for faerie magic? Whatever it is, the true reason is the same. He loves me because I make him happy.” She took a step toward me. “And I do. I do make him happy.”

“But it didn’t have to be you,” I said. “That’s the real reason you don’t want her here, isn’t it? Not because she took what was yours, but because you took what was hers.”

“You are wrong.” Her lips were white. “I stole much from Jacinda, but not Ciar. And all I want now is to keep what is mine. I want you to take her away.”

“You could go to the Daeonian Islands,” Amelie put in, while I stood staring at them. “Prince Ciar isn’t going to chase you through the mountains and risk starting a war. Not over a woman he threw away years ago.”

And not over you. She didn’t have to say it. Ciar would miss me, but he would listen to his advisers, who would all agree that it was better for me to be gone. One danger less.

“I would take care of things here,” Queen Ella added. “Arrange for you to set out with wealth and with fake papers.”

Clearly, they had planned this in advance. A backup in case the killing-me plot didn’t work out.

It was a far better plan. Not just for me, but for everyone. Ciar’s mother had proposed it many times, urging first her husband and then her son to send me away.

“The bastard son of a king, living at court, is a threat,” she had told them. She knew I was listening; she hadn’t cared. “But a foreign bastard son is nothing. He’ll be happier far away from here.”

That last had been for Ciar’s benefit. She could not have cared less about my happiness.

Which didn’t mean she hadn’t been right about it.

“And what,” I asked, “makes you think Jacinda would go anywhere with me?”

Queen Ella smiled, her eyes gleaming. “Trust me.”

“But that’s the thing,” I said. “I don’t.” I set my jaw. “I trust Ciar, and he trusts me. He is my king. I will not betray him.”

The words felt hollow. But they sounded strong, and I felt the twist in my gut that told me I was doing the right thing.

“You fool,” Queen Ella hissed, but I’d heard enough, and wasted enough time. I turned to the door and pulled it open.

Ciar stood on the other side.

I whirled, just in time to see Queen Ella assume an expression of surprise. She was very good at it. I would have been convinced of her shock if I hadn’t seen her face the moment before she put surprise on it.

She had meant for Ciar to be there. To hear me agreeing to betray him, to take what was his, to become the danger everyone had always warned I would be.

My heart pounded with terror at how close I had come to falling into her trap. I bowed to my king, to give me time to compose my face.

“Garrin.” Ciar’s voice was cold. “You have yet to carry out my mission. Why is that?”

“I was on my way.” I shot the queen a look, not quite able to keep the spite out of my voice. This plot of hers had been designed to end in my death; I deserved a bit of spite. “I was, as you see, detained.”

Ciar’s face went completely blank, as if he couldn’t decide what to place upon it. It was an expression I had seen on him once before, and that memory rose sharp and unbidden: the pain ripping through my back, my small body tensing for the next lash, the blood on my lip where I had bitten it in an attempt not to cry out. Ciar, with his mother’s hand clenched around his, holding him at her side and making him watch.

I had not seen what expression he finally chose. The next lash ripped a scream from me, and I turned away in shame. When I looked up, his mother was leading him away, and I could see only the back of his head.

In my memory, there was a tear on his cheek. But had I really seen it?

I couldn’t be sure. And so I watched his face now, with more intensity than the moment deserved, even though he wasn’t even looking at me. He was looking at his queen.

She looked back, every bit as intent as I. But Ciar’s face remained without expression, until finally his wife strode across the room toward him. Her skirts whispered against her legs.

“My love,” she said. “Don’t do it. Please. Don’t bring my stepsister back into our lives.”

“I’m sorry.” He didn’t sound it, though. “We need her.”

“Why?” Ella’s voice rose and she lost control of her accent; its rough, common edge bled through. “I’ve summoned doctors from the islands. They say they can help me. I will conceive, Ciar, it will just—”

“Doctors can’t help you.” He stepped away from her, and she flinched as if he had hit her. “Don’t you see? It’s fae magic closing your womb. Your stepsister laid a curse on you. We need to force her to remove it.”

The queen’s eyes widened. She knew full well that the only magic her sister had ever summoned was trapped in a pair of slippers that lay in her own closet.

“I wanted to keep it from you,” Ciar said, “to spare you grief.” His tone was sincere, his eyes deep and warm—but still, he did not touch her. “I see that I was wrong. I am sorry. Let’s do this together.”

A flicker of alarm crossed the queen’s face. “Together?”

“Yes. Let us set out, the three of us”—Amelie gave him an exaggerated pout, which only I saw—”to retrieve your stepsister and force her to undo her final attempt to hurt you.”

Queen Ella looked at me, then back at her husband.

“You don’t have to be afraid of her,” Ciar said gently. “Not anymore. You know that, don’t you?”

“I know it,” Ella said. “I just don’t believe it.” She took a deep breath and lifted her chin. “But with you, I always feel safe. You rescued me before. I know you’ll do it again.”

Ciar reached for her hand and wound his fingers through hers.

“Wonderful,” I said. I knew my voice was too sour, but I couldn’t help it; besides, Amelie was making exaggeratedly nauseated faces, and if I stopped focusing on my bitterness, I was going to laugh. “It will be a party.”

● ● ●

I was already wearing riding clothes, so I had some extra time before we were expected to meet at the stables. I went straight there anyhow, saddled my horse swiftly, then left him with a pat on the nose and made my way to the stall that housed the queen’s favorite mare.

I expected to be there before anyone else. My plan was to conceal myself so I could eavesdrop on the queen and Amelie. But I had miscalculated. The two of them were already in the stall, and all I could do was lurk outside the wooden walls. Amelie seemed to be doing most of the talking, and I was too far away to make out what she was saying. Her voice was like a soft breeze, dissipating into incomprehensible wisps by the time it reached my ears.

Queen Ella’s voice, however, was sharp and clear as glass. “I am keeping our bargain. All I ask for is for one day’s delay. I will return the slippers to you when I return. I swore to set you free, and I will.”

Amelie said something else, and the queen laughed bitterly. “And what good will it do to tell him my womb is quickened, if he has already chosen another bride and another heir? He can put me aside easily and legitimize her child. Then my babe will be the bastard, and she will once again have everything that should be mine. His love for me is the only weapon I have. I need to keep it.”

In my eagerness to hear more, I risked edging closer. So I heard, barely, what Amelie said next. “Love does not change anyone’s actions, my queen. Certainly not your husband’s.”

“It did once,” Queen Ella said, and then I must have made some sound, because they both went silent and turned in my direction. I strolled past the wall and into the stall, as if I had just arrived, and bowed.

“Your Majesty,” I said. “Are you ready to depart?”

“I suppose I have to be,” the queen said, and stepped away from her horse.

It took me a moment to realize what she was waiting for. I gritted my teeth, got to my knees, and began tightening the straps of her sidesaddle.

Amelie laughed. It sounded like the tinkling of bells. “That was one of the things I always liked about you, my lady. Your pettiness.”

“Well,” Queen Ella said grimly, “I learned it from the best.”

Amelie shook her head. “Jacinda was no good at pettiness. She always had to work herself into hatred first. Such a waste of energy.”

My hand slipped on the leather. Somehow, it was a shock to hear her name. Even though this was all about her, it felt oddly like it had nothing to do with her at all. Like she existed as nothing but a picture, one we had all drawn to our own design, one we kept reacting to in the absence of the reality of who she was.

Except for me. But the instant I thought it, I knew it wasn’t true. I had shared one dance with Jacinda, and one terrible nighttime ride, and since then, all I’d had was the thought of her. The memory of the one side of her I had seen: not the girl who had desperately wanted her mother’s approval, not the girl who had tormented her stepsister as viciously as she was able, not the girl who had shed her own blood and dabbled with the fae in order to be queen. Just a girl fleeing across a lawn, the castle looming over her; a terrified girl who had nonetheless stopped for a brief, wild dance.

That was the Jacinda I remembered. But the queen remembered the same person differently, and when I stood and met her blue eyes, I saw that she was terrified. Afraid to stand again before the person who had once tormented her while she was small and helpless.

“You defeated her last time,” I reminded her. “There’s nothing to be afraid of now.”

Her blue eyes went wide, and then her lips thinned. “She never told you?”

Did everyone know about me and Jacinda? And did everyone assume there was more to know than there actually had been?

“Tell me what?” I said.

“That I never defeated her. I never stole those slippers from her.”

I laughed harshly—the one time, I knew, that I would dare laugh at my queen. “Then how did they come to be on your feet? Did she give them to you as a gift?”

“Yes,” the queen said.

We stared at each other. I glanced over at Amelie, who met my gaze and nodded.

“Why,” I said, “would she do that?”

“I don’t know. She never told me.” The queen’s shoulders lifted and fell. “Guilt, perhaps.”

I snorted. “I can’t imagine Jacinda feeling guilty.”

“You didn’t know her,” the queen said. “You loved her, and that made you blind.”

“And you hated her,” I retorted, “which is just a different type of blindness.”

She laughed, low and bitter. “And how would you know, Garrin? Who do you hate? It seems to me that you can do nothing but snivel and submit, even to those who wrong you over and over—”

“Your Majesty,” Amelie said. A warning.

Queen Ella pressed her lips together, then let out a breath and relaxed her shoulders. She turned from me and smiled at her maid, a soft, rueful smile. “What will I do, Amelie, when you are not here to advise me?”

Amelie shrugged.

“Would you not stay?” the queen said. “Once I have no hold on you, will you not feel even the slightest desire to protect me?”

Amelie gave her a sideways look, as if she had said something very stupid. “No, my queen. That is a magic we neither wield nor understand. I’ve told you as much, many times.”

“I see something different,” the queen said, “when I look at you. Perhaps you do not know who you truly are.”

Amelie laughed, like bells chiming wildly.

The queen’s face hardened. She turned to me. “Help me mount, Garrin, and quickly. We would not want to keep the king waiting.”

● ● ●

But of course, it was Ciar who kept us waiting; not to make a point, but because it would never have occurred to him to rush on anyone’s behalf. The queen and I had nothing more to say to each other, and it was a long, uncomfortable wait.

In the end, we set out shortly before noon. By the time we made it to the cottage, the sun was pulling the colors of the sky behind the mountains, leaving a dark, purplish smudge in their place.

It was a mostly silent ride. I had to show them the way, which was a good excuse for keeping my mount far in the lead. I wouldn’t have heard Ciar and Ella speaking, even if they did.

But I don’t think they did.

Ciar was dressed in plain black clothes with a hood over his head, and Ella wore a gray riding dress and a veil that covered the lower half of her face. Not disguises so much as indications to the populace that they should pretend not to recognize their monarchs. The travelers we passed on the road, and the villagers in the mountains, all obeyed.

Jacinda’s cottage was set apart from the village, which struck me now as an unnecessary cruelty. I dismounted beside the newly painted fence, dismayed to find that my heart was pounding. I couldn’t tell if I was eager or afraid.

Ciar dismounted as well, then helped his wife off her horse. The queen’s face was dead white. That was fear, and as soon as I saw it, I recognized how different it was from what I felt. I was braced and ready, but not truly afraid.

I was . . . eager.

But then, we weren’t preparing to see the same person. We had all seen her from different angles, each of our views hiding certain aspects of her and bringing others into focus. And Jacinda was more than what any one of us saw in her. She was made up not of those angles, but of a core that, for all I knew, none of us had ever gotten close to.

I glanced at Ciar, waited for his nod, then strode up to the door and knocked.

No one answered.

Ciar came up behind me. I knew he wouldn’t knock—royalty didn’t—so I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

My readiness drained away in a single glance.

Ciar made a sound, somewhere between a cough and a gasp, and I reached out instinctively to steady him.

As I did, I turned and saw Queen Ella’s face. She had one delicate hand raised to her lips, pressing the veil against her mouth. But I could see her eyes, and the expression in them when she first realized that her stepsister was dead.

The cottage was, for a few seconds, utterly silent and utterly still.

In those few seconds, I took in several facts about the room we stood in:

Neat and clean, save for the blackening pool of blood.

A metal blade in Jacinda’s hand, her fingers curled around its hilt.

Her hair had been in braids, but they had come loose. Her dark hair was spread around her motionless face. Some of it was matted with blood.

Her corpse was still stiff and clenched. She had been dead for only a day or two.

The blankets on her pallet were raised into a large lump, and the lump was completely still.

“You did this,” the queen said shrilly. She pointed at me. “You were the only one who knew where she was. You killed her!”

The sentence ended in a choked sob, and she moved her hands up to cover her eyes.

“Are you crying for her?” I demanded. My voice was far harsher than I should have dared use to my queen; but sometimes, it doesn’t require fae magic to make people disregard consequences. “You ordered her death five years ago. What changed since then?”

Queen Ella took a few steps closer, then halted, probably because of the stench. She stared at her stepsister’s still, rigid face.

“Five years,” she said. “That’s all. Five years passed. It doesn’t alter what she did to me, but it gave me time to hate her less.”

“My love,” Ciar said, and she whirled on him. For a moment, from the look on her face, I thought she would accuse him of ordering me to do this. Instead, she let out a choked cry and threw herself into his arms.

I approached Jacinda’s body and knelt beside her. Her throat had been slit, neatly and professionally. It had probably taken her only seconds to die.

I gritted my teeth. With Ciar watching, I dared not cry.

“Who could have done this?” Queen Ella sobbed.

The obvious answer was: You. The queen had been so desperate to keep her stepsister away, and helpless to stop me from going to retrieve her. Surely, she and Amelie had been prepared with a third backup plan.

But they hadn’t known where Jacinda was.

Or had they? I suspected that Amelie had ways of knowing things that I couldn’t even guess at.

“We all did it,” Ciar said sorrowfully. “We left her alone, in her loneliness and grief, and she couldn’t bear it anymore. She took her own life.”

“No.” Queen Ella pulled slightly away from him. “No. That wasn’t what Jacinda—she would never.”

I tended to agree. Not because of the fierceness I remembered; a lot could change in five years, including that. But because of that lump in the bed, which I had just seen move.

I said nothing, though, because the queen was right. I was the only person who had known where Jacinda was. I had never told Ciar—he had made it easy, by never asking. I had never told anyone. If this was deemed murder, I would be the only suspect.

Queen Ella’s shoulders shook with sobs for the woman she had long ago condemned to death. Ciar’s face was drawn and mournful—it was, I saw now, a new demeanor he was practicing—his eyes soft as he looked down at his wife. The queen whirled toward the door, and I saw the glitter of glass beneath her hem. An odd choice for riding shoes.

Ciar looked over the queen’s shoulder and met my eyes. 

“You should search the room,” he said.

He did not look at the lump on the bed. He would leave it to me to uncover it, and pretend he hadn’t known what was there.

It’s the lack of an heir that’s causing the problem.

He can legitimize her child.

“Of course,” I said, obedient as always, and saw the faint flash of relief in his eyes before he turned back to his wife.

I was always obedient, yet he had never fully trusted me. Always waiting for something to make me turn.

Of course, of course, he’d had me followed. All those years ago, when I fled with Jacinda down these roads, there had been someone behind us. To make sure I did as he ordered. To make sure I came back. To make sure I didn’t try to take what was his.

The man who had fallen out the window, two days after my return, had been just the sort of person he would pick for that task. A loyal nobody.

No wonder Ciar had never asked where she was. All this time, he had known. Yet he had sent me to retrieve her instead of going himself.

Or had he?

I pulled the blanket free. The boy beneath it grabbed it back, trying to pull it over himself again. His dark eyes were wide and terrified, his round face scrubbed clean, his black hair a tangle of curls.

He was about five years old, and he looked like Ciar.

I can’t explain what came over me as I looked at that small round face, the large dark eyes, frightened and hopefully trusting. I would say it was magic, for in my experience, only love triggered by magic strikes like that: fast and sudden and completely without reason.

But the fae do not bear children, and this is a magic they neither wield nor understand.

“Whose child is that?” Queen Ella said shrilly, and I turned.

The queen’s eyes were stricken above her veil. She already knew whose child this was. And now she knew why Ciar had saved her stepsister, and why he had sent for her now, after five years of a childless marriage.

Except he had not actually sent anyone. Not at first. He had ridden here alone, to inform Jacinda that he needed his heir back.

I could see it in my mind’s eye. Him showing up, expecting her to hand over his child. So he could raise the boy at court. An heir if he needed one . . . or, if Ella bore him an heir, a royal bastard.

He probably hadn’t imagined that she might refuse him. Might try to take what was his.

We had all been trained never to take anything from Ciar . . . and in the process, he, too, had been trained. To never expect or allow anyone to do so.

Back when his mother had made him watch my whipping, Ciar had obeyed silently, with no expression on his small face. When the whipping was over, he had taken his mother’s hand and let her lead him to his room.

He had never said a word to me about it. Not ever. I’d thought maybe he was embarrassed, maybe he was confused, maybe he was angry. I had imagined him weeping for me.

We are all so stupid, when it comes to the people we need to love us. That was my only excuse for why I had missed the most obvious explanation.

He had said nothing because, as far as he was concerned, there was nothing that needed to be said.

The queen made a small, whimpering sound, and I heard the genuine grief in it. She, too, could not see the truth about the person whose love she craved. How easily she had believed that her stepsister had given her the shoes out of kindness, even though Jacinda had never showed her kindness in her life.

And perhaps the cruelest thing Jacinda had ever done to her stepsister was to hand her over to Ciar.

Yet Jacinda had still not managed to get away from him. I wondered if she had been surprised when she saw him at her door, and how much time she’d had to fight. Though her braids had come loose, it wouldn’t have been much of a struggle. Ciar was far larger than her, and well trained. Ruthless and determined.

I wondered why he hadn’t just taken the child then. He could have gotten away with it; he was king. Had he been afraid of his queen’s reaction? Or of the court’s? After all, if he had just shown up with a child, with no explanation, that child’s parentage would forever have been in doubt. Even though he looked like Ciar.

I spoke without thinking. If I had thought, I might not have done it.

“He’s mine,” I said.

Both faces turned toward me: Ciar aghast, Ella stunned.

But neither of them disbelieving.

Everyone thought I had known Jacinda so much better than I did. That there had been more between us than there truly was.

I hadn’t known her at all. But now she was dead, and who she truly was didn’t really matter, did it? All that was left was the image of a person she had imprinted on each of our hearts. Ciar’s. Ella’s. Mine.

This boy’s.

“She never told me,” I said. It was not hard to sound stupid and betrayed. “She never told me about my own child.”

Ella drew in her breath, then let it out without speaking.

“I should have known,” I said. “She made me swear never to tell about us, and the way she left . . . so suddenly . . . I should have guessed. How could I be so stupid?”

I met the king’s eyes, and I kept on my usual expression: loyalty. Trust. Subservience.

I saw him work it through. The resemblance. The timing. The fact that he had never sired a child, not with any of the other women and not with his wife.

“I’m sorry,” I said, and I saw him believe me. All those years of obedience, paying off at last. He would not think that I would do something this audacious, not when I had never, ever, since we were seven years old and playing with lances, taken a single thing from him.

Queen Ella’s eyes narrowed, and I thought that perhaps I had not fooled her. But it didn’t matter, because we were on the same side now. It was in her interest for the boy to be mine. The bastard son of a king was a threat, but the bastard son of a bastard son was nothing at all.

It wouldn’t take her long to see that I was drawing the boy farther from the center of court, farther from his father’s eye, farther from her own child. When it came time to go farther still, to take him someplace distant from any royalty, I hoped she would remember the bargain she had offered me this morning.

I stepped in front of the boy, so he wouldn’t see his mother’s body. He held up his small hands to me—where he got such trust, I do not know; his mother must have made his world feel very safe—and I gathered him up in my arms. 

“Let’s go,” I said. “I want to take my son home.”

● ● ●

And there you go. That’s the story I promised I would tell you, once you were old enough to hear it.

You’re likely not old enough yet, but I have no choice. I may not have time to wait until you have some maturity and sense—and really, a young man who pulls those kinds of faces at his father is definitely not old enough—hahaha, okay. Enough.

In time, you’ll think of questions. I’ll answer them if I can.

You’re probably already wondering why Lissa wasn’t part of this story.

There’s no why, son. She simply wasn’t. The castle was full of people who weren’t. I mentioned her name at the start merely because it was the only opportunity I had; the only time she brushed past this tale.

That must seem odd to you, when in all your memories of us, we’ve been caring for you together. But how that came about . . .

Well. That was later, much later. And it’s a story for another time.
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It is said that Archimedes was asked by the King of Syracuse to authenticate a manuscript. King Hiero had received what purported to be Alexander of Macedon’s own copy of the Iliad, brought out from the Library at Alexandria itself. He sent envoys to Egypt to ask whether Alexander’s Iliad had indeed ever been housed there, and whether it was now gone missing. In the meanwhile, he hoped that Archimedes could shorten the task by assessing the provenance of the scrolls by inspection.

The mathematician performed a perfunctory examination; the scrolls seemed old, but he suspected that the signs of age could be faked. Nor did he know whether scribes in Alexander’s time, in the part of the world where Aristotle had had it made for his pupil, used materials or techniques that he would be able to distinguish. It was an interesting puzzle.

Then the next day, as he was laboriously copying out his customary four duplicates of the notes for his latest treatise and eating a boiled fowl, Archimedes had a sudden realization. He rushed out of his house, shouting “Eὕρηκα!” and ran into Hiero’s palace with the grease of his meal still on his hands and beard.

“The fake will be too accurate, King!” said Archimedes.

“What?”

“Correctors have devoted themselves to the works of Homer since at least Aristotle’s time. Compare your Iliad to a new one. If it is of recent vintage, then it will have not have had time to accumulate the inevitable transmutations wrought by the years. Alexander’s copy would have changes in all of its lines by now!”

The text of Hiero’s Iliad was examined and, indeed, it was nearly a match for the versions in the correctors’ shop in Syracuse. The giver of the bogus book was throttled, and the king gave Archimedes a gold-and-silver tiara.

● ● ●

November 15, 1927

Naomi,

I’m writing this in a hurry and I’m going to put it someplace safe. I hope to God that you’ll never have to read it, that I’ll be able to tell you in person. But I thought I’d better get it down on paper in case the worst happens.

I’m frightened that Philip wants to kill me. He threatened to do it right after the divorce, and I almost went to the police, but he never repeated the threat, and I thought I was safe.

But today I’m not so sure. A neighbor on the island who’d been down at the port said she saw a tall man with a beard and a coat that sounded just like Philip’s, and I’m afraid he’s come here to do what he said he’d do.

I’m going to try to get away right now, to hide somewhere on the other side of the island. But if, God forbid, I wind up dead, remember: it’s Philip who killed me.

I’ll put this in the inlaid wood box you love so much. It can’t be out where a stranger (or Philip) can see it, but I want it somewhere you’ll look.

Love always,

Shula

● ● ●

Amita marched to the client meeting as if she were going to the public square to be whipped. Technically they weren’t even her clients, and she wished that were an excuse to avoid meeting them today. But she was the senior T&E partner, and so there was nothing for it.

The five of them were seated in the coziest of the conference rooms, right out of a movie about intestate succession: soft upholstered chairs with high backs and paintings of boats and rivers on the paneled walls. They looked sad but expectant. She didn’t see any indicators of hostility between them, which was a good thing under the circumstances. They’d have enough hostility for her to make up for any lack.

After her introduction to the widow, children, and children-in-law of the late Jacob Biton, she began, “I’m sorry to have to tell you that there is a problem with your father’s will.”

Ethan Biton, the son, spoke first. “What sort of problem?”

Amita took a deep breath. “We don’t appear to have a reliable original.”

“What do you have?”

“We have two originals which we can’t rely on at all.”

“How can that be?” said Leah Biton, the daughter. “I thought lawyers always kept five copies of wills.”

“We do,” said Amita, “and we have a clerk reconcile the copies every year, correcting aberrations that have arisen in any of them in the intervening months. We have a similar procedure for contracts, pleadings, client communications, and so on.”

“So, what happened?” asked Leah.

“As best as we can determine, the will was misfiled, placed in an entirely different section of the firm archives which is used for short-term, disposable documents. Three of them were destroyed. We’re not sure why the other two survived; they turned up in yet another file after an extensive search.”

There was a long pause. Then Ethan said, “So nobody has looked at them for 25 years?”

“That’s right,” said Amita. “And you know what that means.”

“Shit,” said Leah.

● ● ●

In his Physics, Aristotle declared that textual transmutation accelerates over time, and that its rate depends on the length of the manuscript. No one questioned this doctrine until after Gutenberg, when it was found that even moveable type metamorphosed on its racks. Galileo Galilei was the first to test Aristotle’s assertion by rigorous experiment, creating multiple copies of manuscripts of various length, as well as printed books, and examining them against correctors’ copies repeatedly over a period of a decade. He determined, first, that all texts transmute at the same rate, roughly one word out of every fifty in a year; second, that this rate does not change with time; and third, that all changes are what he called “sensible,” meaning that they fit logically within the framework of the larger document and do not betray themselves by presenting apparent gibberish. Indeed, it was his assertion that the Holy Bible would be no less prone to sensible transmutation than secular texts that eventually led to his censure and permanent house arrest.

But it was Isaac Newton who demonstrated that textual transmutation was an inherent property of writing itself, devising his three Laws of Impermanence and describing mathematically the forces that make them inevitable.

● ● ●

Melissa, the young widow, spoke up for the first time. “Where does that leave us?”

“It’d damned well better leave us somewhere,” said Ethan. “Because I can’t imagine a more outrageous screw-up. Mis-filed? A will? And nobody caught it for a quarter-century? How big is your malpractice insurance policy?”

Amita looked around at them. “You are perfectly right to be angry. The error was unforgivable, and I don’t expect you to forgive it. However, we do have options. Although it’s rare, unexpected transmutation of a will has occasionally happened before. Broadly, there are three routes we might pursue: first—and this is the most desirable—if all the potential heirs and devisees agree on the terms of the missing will, then the court is empowered to enforce those terms. This won’t work, however, if someone disputes the terms and presents testimony or other evidence to support their objection.”

Amita saw a look pass between Leah and Ethan; neither of them looked at Melissa, who bit her lip.

Amita continued, “Second, if it’s clear that a will existed and that it wasn’t destroyed by the testator, then the will can be reconstructed if there is clear and convincing evidence of its terms.”

“What sort of evidence?” asked Leah.

“The memories of people who were present when the will was made, witnesses who signed the originals or who were told things by the testator suggesting the contents of the will, terms that were in previous wills that were replaced by this one, terms appearing on whatever transmuted drafts exist. Obviously this is the most difficult course, although in some cases it goes smoothly.

“If neither of the previous options works, because the parties can’t agree on the terms and there’s insufficient evidence to prove them, then the deceased is treated as if he had died intestate, which means that the assets will ultimately be distributed to his heirs at law.”

“Who are his heirs at law?” asked Leah.

“Well,” said Amita. “Since Jacob was married when he died, under the laws of intestate succession, his wife, Melissa, is his heir.”

“His only heir?” asked Ethan.

“Yes,” said Amita. She did not add what they all certainly knew: that a will made twenty-five years ago, while Ethan’s and Leah’s mother was still alive, would contain no provision at all for Melissa. “Of course that is our last resort, since we do know that he made a will, and therefore intended his estate to be settled otherwise than by intestate succession.”

“And that we lack a will only because of your carelessness,” said Ethan. Amita decided not to respond to that remark.

● ● ●

Newton’s Laws of Impermanence could not account for the fact that no one had ever actually seen a textual transmutation in progress. Indeed, it was always known that an observed piece of text did not change and could be prevented from doing so by uninterrupted vigilance. Various theories were developed for why this should be true; Rutherford and Michelson conducted separate experiments in which it was shown not only that the transmutation did not take place under observation, but that the Galilean rate of transmutation commenced with the end of the latest observation, rather than the completion of the text.

It was finally Werner Heisenberg who demonstrated that no such observation was possible. He proved that, at the moment of transmutation, the original and altered states of the document exist only in terms of probabilities, and that the act of observation has the effect of reducing those probabilities to certainty. “No document,” he famously remarked, “is ever in the process of transmutation. It is either in one state or another; transitional states are an artifact of human expectation and not borne out by the evidence.” This observation had lasting effects on both physics and popular culture.

● ● ●

November 15, 1927

Naomi,

I’m writing this note on a bad day; I’m going to put it someplace it won’t be stolen. I don’t know whether I want you to read it; I’d rather tell you in person. But things are awful, and I don’t know what may happen, so I think I’d better get it all down.

I’m very worried: this business with Philip is killing me. He’s said terrible things since the divorce; I wanted to tell someone, but what good would it do? He’s been harmless; he’s not the one I should be afraid of.

Now everything’s worse. One of my neighbors described a man who reminded me of Philip—just a few details—and my fears and self-doubt have started up all over again. I don’t know what I’m going to do.

Maybe I should get away, leave the island altogether. But if I can’t hide from the worst, if you see this after I die, then I tell you: morally, Philip is responsible for my death.

I hope you’ll find this where I put it, in the inlaid wood box.

Love always,

Shula

● ● ●

Leah said to Amita, “I think it’s really important that we enforce Dad’s wishes, whatever they were. I mean, if we came up with our own agreement, we wouldn’t be honoring his memory.”

Ethan shook his head. “I don’t agree. Dad’s not here, and much as we might want to honor him, the most important thing is to prevent conflict between all of us.” He motioned around the room. “If he wanted something that’s going to cause strife, then under the current circumstances that could mean, well, litigation, couldn’t it?” He directed that last question to Amita, but she had the feeling it was aimed at the widow.

Amita nodded. “Unfortunately disputes over inherited or bequeathed property can be the most long-lasting and acrimonious, because—forgive me for putting it this way—the conflict is often about personal relationships as much as it is about money. And speaking of money, you’d each probably need your own counsel if there were to be such a dispute. Naturally we will enforce your father’s will if we find out what it was, subject to the limitations of law. But if we’re uncertain about that and have to piece it together, then an agreement between you all is far preferable to anything else.”

“What do you mean, ‘subject to the limitations of law?’ ” asked Ethan.

“Well, this state enforces the spousal forced share: if a will does not bequeath at least half of the estate to the surviving spouse, then that amount is distributed to the spouse anyway, and the remainder of the assets paid according to the terms of the will.”

Ethan’s and Leah’s eyes widened in surprise, but Melissa’s expression didn’t change. She already knew, thought Amita.

Leah persisted. “But—look: legacy and inheritance is a really important thing in our family. Our grandmother died when our father was only a child, and our grandfather Philip had to raise him alone. Dad never got to know his mother’s wishes for his life, and neither did we. Our grandfather died when we were all small children, so we didn’t really know him either. It’s like we’ve been cut off from the past our whole lives.”

“This is hardly the same thing,” said Ethan.

Melissa said quietly, “I don’t want any trouble, and I especially don’t want to argue with Jacob’s children, who have been very kind to me as a relative newcomer in the family.”

Amita said, “Let me suggest the following: it’s possible that Jacob left behind some other documents or records that might allow us to piece together what was supposed to be in the will. It’s even possible that he wrote an entirely new will, which wouldn’t be surprising after a second marriage. Why don’t you all scour the house, his place of business, anywhere else he might have stored things, to find those records?”

“But won’t they have transmuted as well?” asked Melissa.

“Certainly,” said Amita. “But if we can compare his notes to both of the existing transmuted wills, we might be able to do a parallax interpretation that would let us determine, to a much higher degree of certainty, what those intentions were. That would simplify things.”

They agreed to try.

● ● ●

After the Council of Nicaea, the integrity of the Gospels, the Letters and Acts of the Apostles, and the Revelation of John were maintained by the Order of Saint Lucius of Athens in the Hall of Memory in Rome. The holy scriptures were laid out in great open scrolls, or in individual pages, throughout the Hall of Memory. A Lucian monk stood continually before each of these pages, maintaining vigil so that it could not mutate. The watch changed at matins, prime, sext, and vespers, daily. Over time, the monks assigned to care for each page committed it to memory, so that, in case of an interruption in the vigil (as occurred during invasions of Rome or other dislocations of the Holy See), they could correct such small transmutations as would occur during that time.

Priests and monks outside of Rome also made a practice of rereading their Bibles frequently to preserve the purity of the Word, but they could not do it frequently enough to prevent all changes. Therefore, once every five years, fresh copies of the scriptures were sent by the Holy See to the far corners of Christendom, to correct such corruptions as were naturally wrought by time. Of course, transportation of these approved Bibles would often be delayed by weather, roads, or pestilence, so that the blessed text might not reach a far diocese for a year or even two. The courier was obliged to take a Brother of Saint Lucius with him to peruse the book constantly, or else to make frequent stops in order to read the pages and retard their changes. If he failed to do so, as much as a tenth of the text would have been altered, and the congregation left with corrected Gospels that might be, in some ways, as badly corrupted as those they already had. Much consternation and spiritual torment arose when a new Consensus Version arrived in Scotland or India. Another strategy would be for one of the monks of Saint Lucius to visit a church and produce a new copy of the scriptures from memory.

It was Martin Luther who first declared that no priest had the authority to redact or correct the Gospels. Ultimately the Protestant faith and the doctrines of Sola Scriptura and the “priesthood of all believers” decreed that any three or four Christians could, from memory, at any time, correct transmutations as they occurred without the intervention of priests.

The followers of John Wesley, however, believed that the transmutations in texts were preordained by God, and so forbade the redaction or correction of the Bible. Each family thus had its own unique version of the scriptures, altered by the years and cherished as the special message of the Divine.

● ● ●

When the family returned to Amita’s office two weeks later, they had found new evidence of neither the original terms of Jacob’s original will nor a new one, and Amita hadn’t been able to turn up any witnesses who had records or recollections of it. But remarkably, they’d come to a consensus on how the estate should be distributed, and were willing to sign a joint petition (in quintuplicate, of course) memorializing that agreement.

Amita was surprised because of the tension she was sure she’d felt between the widow and the children from the prior marriage. But the terms were quite sensible: Melissa was to receive sixty percent of the estate, and Ethan and Leah would split the remainder between them. The estate was large enough that, with sufficient care in the stewardship of the assets, they could each live comfortably for the rest of their lives.

Those proportions told Amita’s experienced eye that there’d been some genuine negotiation. She knew better than to ask what had happened to put them in such happy accord, but apparently her poker face wasn’t very good today, because Ethan noticed it and smiled. “When we were looking through the attic and everything, we found a bunch of my grandparents’ old things.”

“That’s wonderful,” said Amita, not getting the point. “It’s like finding a treasure trove, isn’t it?”

Leah nodded. “We even found—well, we even found something my grandmother Shula wrote before her death. It was in this old inlaid box; it must have been up there for decades. I’m not sure it had ever been opened before, and it—” Her voice caught for a moment. “It told us things about the end of her life that we never knew before. It was this precious gift, this insight into our family’s past. And, well, it just seemed to us that we didn’t want to lose our history with each other.” She reached over and squeezed her stepmother’s hand. “There are so many families that get torn apart over money, and we just didn’t want that to happen to us.”

“I’m so glad,” said Amita. “I can have the paperwork ready for you in a week.”

● ● ●

In ancient times, authors took it for granted that the transmutation of their works would render them eventually unrecognizable from their original forms. Literature was regarded as a transient, momentary thing, to be savored in the brief time after which it was written. Only authors of serious philosophical, mathematical, or scientific treatises, persuaded that they were imparting significant and lasting wisdom to the world, made efforts to maintain the integrity of their originals. They would make multiple copies of each new work, then use those copies to correct each other.

Sometimes transmutations took on a canonicity of their own. Eighteenth-century productions of some of William Shakespeare’s tragedies, notably King Lear, used transmuted texts in which the endings were happier, as where Cordelia survived and married Edgar. Walt Whitman, who stacked copies of his oeuvre in a cupboard in his Camden home, released later editions of Leaves of Grass with his favorite transmutations left in, and turned to some of the more striking changes as inspirations for other works.

During the Romantic period, literary critics became fixated on the authenticity and purity of the one “true” version of a work that left the author’s pen. They held that, since the truth of the work was the truth of the author’s mind and soul, any change was a corruption, and only the first version mattered.

The Structuralists and the New Critics argued that changes in a text were irrelevant, since any literary work comprehensible by human beings would inevitably draw on the same universal icons and narratives and would consequently teach the same lessons on the human condition. Both Campbell’s theory of the “hero’s journey” and Frye’s work on the “green world” comedy stemmed from comparisons between multiple transmuted versions of particular texts and demonstrating the consistent similarities between them.

The Post-Structuralists, however, maintained that it was an error to privilege either the similarity between different versions or the primacy of any particular version. Derrida rejected the binarism between the “original” and “transmuted” texts, maintaining the pointlessness of looking for similarities between them.

By the late twentieth century, some authors insisted on treating each transmuted version of their books as a separate work of authorship. In the United States, the Copyright Act of 1976 provided that an author’s original copyright in a work also pertained to transmuted versions whose text had not changed by more than twenty-five percent from the original, and that the author could claim ownership of more highly transmuted versions only by registering separate copyrights in them.

● ● ●

November 1, 1927

Naomi,

This is the worst day. I want to make sure you read this note, because I can’t bear to tell you face-to-face. Bad as things are, I know what’s going to happen, and I have to leave a record.

I haven’t been able to stand myself since the divorce with Philip. Everything he said about me was true, and there’s no one I can turn to. I ruined his life, and I’ve made a mess of my own. I haven’t told anyone; what would be the point? I’m the one I’m afraid of.

Today was the last straw. All my neighbor did was tell me something that made me think of Philip, and my self-loathing has come back with a vengeance. I can’t stand it anymore. I know what I’m going to do.

There is nowhere to run from myself, no island where I can hide. When you read this, please try to understand. Nobody is responsible for my death but me. I know how much pain this will cause you. Forgive me.

I’m sorry that you’ll have to find this and read it. I’m sorry it had to be in the beautiful inlaid box.

Love,

Shula
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Songs of Activation
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1

Pinander has been reciting “Song of Manifold Suns” all morning, in overgrown, forgotten garden nooks or neglected library aisles, far from the mutterings of other desperate students. Ancient knowledge comes to life within him. By lunch, he understands complex marvels:

The finer ethical justifications of the empire, as worked out by the ancients.

The properties of quantized space-time, which make it the ultimate data storage medium, and allow it to be manipulated, colonized, and settled.

In moments like these, the looming exam holds no fear for him.

The Grand Arcade is full of other black-robed students by the time he arrives. The usual hubbub is subdued with the exam so close. Students quietly read or recite, fueling their brains with broth.

Pinander’s mind expands with activated Lore. He sits with Jain and Philo.

“Alright?”

A penitent Jain hunches over her steaming bowl.

Philo studies a scroll. “I’m not going to make it,” he says.

“Where are you?” Pinander says.

“The Temple Odes.”

Pinander explains the Temple Odes were songs. “Some verse lends itself to silent reading, but not the Odes. You should be reciting or singing.”

Jain giggles in her soup steam.

Pinander reckons Philo is doomed. Intelligence goes a long way in the imperial service exam, but shyness can hobble you. There are soundproofed study rooms for students like Philo, but to pass the exams you must study constantly: at meals, in showers, in the loo, to and from study groups, as you drift off to sleep. There’s a lot of verse like the Odes. If you don’t recite or sing, Lore will go un-activated, remaining useless noise in your skull.

The years in upload aestivation will be for nothing.

“We’re dropping fast now,” Jain says. Her face is nearly in the porridge, her shoulders heaving with silent laughter.

● ● ●

2

Pinander hurries along the colonnade, whispering “Quantum Pioneers” as he goes. Each verse internalized means more activated Lore. The brutalist cliff face of the aestivation facility—dubbed “The Crypt” by students—looms over campus. Pinander recalls emerging from a seven-year dream-time in that place, the profound sense of loss. He was still ignorant when the nurses wheeled him into daylight. There was a peculiar weight on his thoughts, strange expectations and voids. He couldn’t access the years of data in his skull.

● ● ●

3

They hear Philo has killed himself. He’s one of four across campus that night.

“We’re dropping fast now,” Jain reiterates, high on study enhancement, rolling in the glowing fungi of the faculty garden.

“Let’s go!” Pinander hisses.

She told him where she was going. He tried to talk her out of it. “Come with me or don’t,” she said, and of course he followed her, as always.

“We learn the classics,” she says, “poetry, philosophy, for what?”

He can’t get her out of here by force. He’ll have to argue well: “Our educations.”

“You mean activated Lore. Uploads activated by Odes, and Epics and Songs.”

“Lore given context.”

“It’s a scam.” She props herself on an elbow, glowing, staring up at him. “It’s a scam, Pin, and I can’t take it anymore.”

“Please. You’ll be the last of us to wash out.”

“Philo was the best of us, and he’s gone.”

“He’s gone because he was a selfish git!”

They were the Mercenary Three. They swore oaths to each other, and now the covenant is broken. Jain is right. Philo was the best of them. Pinander kneels and plucks a luminous fruiting body from the garden. It disintegrates between his fingers, spore illuminating the faculty square.

Professors open windows and shriek obscenities.

“Fuck the lot of you!” Jain screams. “You’re all complicit! And you know what I’m talking about!” She turns to Pinander. The bio-gloaming renders her demonic. “I think they’ll take me away now. There’s something you should know.”

“I love you too!”

“No . . . what? Listen. There’s a poet they don’t want us to know about. A different context for the Lore.”

There has only ever been one context. Pinander struggles to digest this. “How’s that possible?”

“She was on the council that coded the Lore. They eventually deemed her a counterrevolutionary. They executed her, but not before she could . . . ”

The campus police are inside the compound, blaring commands amid rolling submission gas.

“There’s a scroll floating around campus,” Jain says. “A selection of her verse. I think that’s what got to Philo in the end. Her poetry.”

“You both knew about this?” Pinander says, hurt.

“We didn’t want to distract you. We thought you had the best chance of passing. One of the Three had to. But we were wrong. You might be the only one of us who can handle it.”

“Handle what?”

“The dichotomy, the dual mind . . . having both contexts in your skull at once. Maybe it was meant to be you all along. Fuck graduating, anyway. No one should graduate from this place.”

The police close in, dispelling the garden-glow with floodlight. Pinander drops to his knees. Jain stares into the nearest police torch, her pupils shrinking to pinpoints. “I don’t regret it. The physics kept me going. The grand mystery of it all. She puts it in a new light.”

“The physics too? Not just the philosophy?”

“Yes, her name is Sinecure.”

He’s heard the name on the lips of classmates. He assumed it was a new pop idol, one of many things he doesn’t have time for that his rich classmates do.

“There’s just one copy of the scroll?”

“As far as I know. Philo gave it to me. I read it and passed it along to Ivier.”

“And Ivier offed himself . . . two days ago?”

“You could try his girlfriend Raff.”

“Since when were they together?” Gossip, another strange pastime of moneyed students.

“Submit!” an officer shouts.

● ● ●

4

In interface audit you see what you really are. You hide nothing from them or yourself. Pinander has always found it cathartic, unfashionable as that is.

“You’re a fascist,” Jain once said, “or at least a fucking sheep.”

“I’m a pragmatist.”

“You have no moral compass,” Philo observed.

They were on the Grand Arcade, the Mercenary Three together again. But this is the past, dredged up by audit.

“I’m just trying to get ahead,” Pinander replied, as he often did. “I can’t afford your ideals.” That always shut them up.

● ● ●

5

He stumbles across the quad in post-audit daze, wondering if Jain made it all up. She said all kinds of things recently. He assumed it was standard pre-exam washout, but maybe it was her new context for the empire and physics. It’s hard for him imagine such perspectives, on physics of course, but more so on the empire, on its revolution and great Emanation.

“Space-time,” she said in amazement, “is quantized. There are particles of space-time. Our empire has that much right.”

Pinander wonders why they let him go. He must have been audit-confirmed as nonthreatening. He’s relieved to be walking free, but also a tad insulted. He loves Jain. Aren’t they worried he’ll raise trouble over her arrest? Is he really such a benign creature? They say audits can’t lie.

“You’re looking out of sorts, Pin.”

Professor Wigh looms before him in her scandalously tattered robe. Her eyes are severe behind a screen of unkempt gray hair. “Don’t tell me you’re washing out.”

“I’m on a constitutional.”

“Then march back to the gardens and sing Odes. They’re important to foundational physics as well as political theory. You’re hardly a model pupil.”

“I do what I can, under financial pressure most students here couldn’t imagine.”

“Precisely why I think you can beat them, in the end. Stop loitering and get to it.”

Pinander looks up at stacked worlds of orange-glowing cloud. Wigh follows his gaze and asks, “What do you see?”

“A poisonous atmosphere . . . an invisible shield keeping it bay.”

“Epic thirty-seven, verse fourteen, would activate Lore on that. And you’ll need more for an exam essay. That invisible shield, for instance, is a spin foam hack. How about the Darkling Sea?”

She means the body of methane surrounding the university’s island. Pinander looks down at the lichenous tundra turf of the quad, then toward The Crypt and Arcade and dormitories, his little universe. “If you’re so concerned about my academic performance, how about a tip?”

“I think I just gave you one.”

“I mean insider stuff. Aren’t you on the exam committee?”

“I’ve never had a student ask me to help them cheat before.” Wigh chuckles. “I’m sorry, Pin. I haven’t been surprised by anything in quite a while. I could expel you of course.”

Pinander flicks open the utility scroll on his belt and touches his bank account.

“So it’s to be bribery?” Wigh smirks. “I think you’re losing your grip.”

“I’m a pragmatist.”

“And that may be your undoing. To activate Lore, merely studying scrolls won’t suffice, though it’s essential.”

“I just want to pass, Wigh.”

“Then you’re lost and the exam will catch you up. Nobody cheats the exam, even with insider tips. It’s not just a test of knowledge. Otherwise we’d simply audit . . . what need of exams? Audit is passive. The exam requires your initiative and that’s when things can get . . . emergent.”

Cryptic doggerel, Professor Wigh’s specialty. But this tidbit finds purchase in Pinander’s activated mind and plants roots.

● ● ●

6

Raff shares a dorm room with seven other students, all home and embunked, muttering incantations, rocking obsessively back and forth, scribbling verse on walls, or unconscious. Pinander climbs onto Raff’s bunk and finds her huddled in a nest of blinking, formatted scrolls. After staring a moment she recognizes her visitor.

“I hope you didn’t come to express your condolences, Pinander. I can’t handle one more condolence.”

“Jain’s in Detention.”

Detention, aestivation, lost in a second dream-time, possibly indefinite. Pinander can’t imagine where else they would put her now, and it’s a kind of death.

“Sorry,” Raff says, all her bluster deflated.

“And I’m sorry about Ivier. He seemed solid to me. Not the sort to fold under exam pressure.”

“He wasn’t.” Raff frowns, studying her guest with realization. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be studying?”

“Just before they took her, she told me about Ivier’s extracurricular reading?”

Raff’s gaze darkens.

“Did you read it too?” Pinander says, glancing at Raff’s mess of formatted scrolls.

“I was tempted. I wanted to understand what had done that to him . . . ” She inhales, stifling a half-sob. “I couldn’t take the plunge. He was always braver than me. And more curious about everything. Before it really messed him up, he was railing against the empire. He told me one line of this Sinecure . . . ‘Extinguish the Emanation.’ Real counterrevolutionary stuff.”

“With Jain it was physics.”

He’s already thinking of her in the past tense. Philo and Ivier, and who knows who else, committed straightforward suicide because of their new knowledge, or dual mind or whatever it is, but Jain also killed herself, in a way.

“I’m happy to commiserate all you want. I’m completely fucked, exam-wise, so I’m done studying. But you . . . ” She follows Pinander’s gaze to the blinking scrolls. “ . . . you really want to read it? What about your scholarship? You’re on a full ride from . . . where was it?”

“Broken Pearl?”

“And didn’t you just come out of audit? They know you know about Sinecure. If she’s really such a dangerous revelation, why would they let you go?”

Maybe it was a faulty audit. Maybe they didn’t find his love of Jain wanting. Maybe they didn’t find it at all, and maybe they missed other things as well. Maybe he’s dangerous.

“I didn’t delete it,” Raff says. “These scrolls were my study notes. I’m washing out, that’s all. I didn’t read Sinecure, but Ivier’s distillations have scrambled me anyway. Even if I could stand singing another fucking Ode, I wouldn’t want to graduate from this place. I’ll go home and my parents will resent me, and I’ll be just another trust-funded wastrel until the whole system comes crashing down, or I’m rich. But I didn’t delete it. I didn’t read her, after all. What if she’s as important as Ivier said? So, I just passed her along . . . to someone I thought could handle it.”

● ● ●

7

Broken Pearl, in the Mother-of-Pearl system, is twenty lightyears away, but thanks to Emanation technology—some of which Pinander came to understand just hours ago—the conversation lag is nonexistent.

“We trust you’re doing us proud, kid.”

Da’s seemingly benign catchphrase resonates with its usual menace. Cue Ma’s more insidious addendum:

“You won’t forget the sacrifices we made to get you there. We know that.”

They look so old. In addition to the seven lost aestivation years, there had been dilation getting here from Broken Pearl.

“And the exam is . . . ”

“In three days, Da. Like I said.”

“Alright kid, check your tone.”

“Go easy on him, darling, he’s under pressure.”

“Doesn’t give him call to act high-handed with his own father.”

“Sorry Da.”

Their backdrop is the old familiar bulkhead, encrusted with archaeological layers of his childhood, video prints of Pinander, age zero to eleven. From twelve to the present there was no family life. They consigned him to aestivation without a second thought. In his darker moments, he thinks that was no better than selling him into prostitution or soldiery, but he can’t afford to indulge such thinking.

“So what are your plans tonight?” Ma asks. A loaded question of course.

“Studying.”

“Good lad,” Da says.

Pinander takes a subversive delight in the lie. He really should study, but instead he’s going to crash his first student party.

● ● ●

8

“Ethics are laws written on our hearts.

Laws are ethics written on space-time.

Never forget the beginner’s mind.”

It’s verse ninety-five of the Ninth Epic, but shrieked over a decadent soundtrack that pulses through the compound. The revelers sway drunkenly, heads hanging, amid rolling storm-fronts of smart vapor. Here in the compounds this is possible, where obscene wealth keeps campus law at bay. Compared to these students, dorm denizens, still fabulously wealthy by empire standards, might as well be paupers.

Pinander wonders what that makes him.

Wandering through ornate gardens in his black student robe, he draws looks from fashionably and scantily clad partygoers. There is commotion ahead, a crowd psychedelically blurred by smart vapor. He gives it wide berth—a fight, from what he can hear. Someone stole someone’s meds. This contributes to Pinander’s sense of being an alien here. It is usually the most privileged students who engage in theft, violence, and drugs. He remembers Philo lobbing a cannister of vandalism nano at the façade of The Crypt. Pinander couldn’t fathom this. Philo’s clan paid a fortune to send him here, and he was an adult choosing to stay. And there were Jain’s countless transgressions, up to and including her novel suicide.

He wonders if he can raise her from the dead.

“Our great dream is the Inevitable Peace.

Entangled colonies, instantaneous,

Civilization their inheritance.”

Verse thirty-four of the Twentieth Temple Ode. Pinander recalls it activating a fine blend of dark energy and political theory. That was just a few weeks ago, but it seems like centuries. He marvels at how the ancients subtly weaved physical and social science, making them only actionable together. In the face of that sorcery, this setting of Odes to hedonist beats seems juvenile.

“Pinander, isn’t it?”

The haze clears. He tried to hold his breath, but smart vapor must’ve gotten in.

Before him sits an antlered figure on a phantasmagoric throne, a heap of mutated idolatry printed for the occasion. This person seems to be holding court. A modded menagerie is arrayed on either side of the throne, students become mythic animal people, chimeras, and strange gods.

Pinander struggles to focus on their lord.

“You’re that scholar-shipper Philo mentioned.”

She wears a student robe artfully shredded to showcase her powerful—and no doubt expensive—musculature. The crystalline antlers erupting from her temples are not a mod, but the side effect of a perilous drug. Pinander can’t remember the name of that particular moneyed pastime, but it strikes him as germane.

Something to do with why he’s here.

“He called you a pragmatist. So not to be inhospitable, but why are you here?”

“Not winning the masque at any rate!”

This barb from a translucent, many-limbed demigod gets the menagerie giggling. Pinander becomes self-conscious. His head clears.

“That’s enough, there will be decorum in the court. Pinander the Pragmatic, you are welcome here and shall enjoy my protection. I was sorry to hear about Jain and Philo.”

“Thank you, Decima.”

For it is she, Decima the Decimated, Queen of Campus Hedonists, consumer of more drugs and brain mods than anyone in university lore.

“If you seek safe harbor from the storm of thy grief, we of the happy hunting grounds can aid you.”

Surrounded by her tittering followers, Decima locks gazes with Pinander. She seems bored with her pantomime. Pinander guesses his presence ruins the mood. In contact with anything beyond her world of privilege, the bubble of her legendary status threatens to burst. The menagerie quiets down.

The translucent demigod steps toward Pinander. “I don’t think you were invited.”

This one’s eyes are yellow, and not from some reptilian mod. He twitches and glares, his varied arms spasming with potential.

“He’s looking for this, I guess.”

Decima holds up a scroll.

The demigod glares with keyed up paranoia. “What is it?”

“What I don’t get is why Raff handed it to me. We’re not particularly close.”

“She thought . . . ” Pinander hesitates. “Given your hobby? That is . . . ”

“I see. My mind is already so expanded and abused, why couldn’t I endure two Lore contexts at once?”

“It’s the reputation you’ve cultivated.”

She holds the scroll up to blood-red methane moonglow.

“Ours is the unremitting struggle,

The emperor-less empire,

The dynasty without a sire!”

Verse forty-six, growled pretentiously over the quickening beat. Pinander recalls the Lore it activated. He wonders if Sinecure has new contexts for accelerated expansion and manifest destiny.

“I guess you haven’t read her yet?” he says.

“She was going to top off my evening.”

“I’ve heard about it,” the demigod says, his agitation mounting.

“And what have you heard? Please do enlighten the court.”

“Just . . . that it could turn everything upside down.”

“That doesn’t intrigue you? Why do you think I convoked this court?”

“To expand our minds . . . ”

“And Sinecure might be the ultimate psychedelic.”

“She could tear down everything we have.”

Smart vapor makes flickering palaces of the suites bordering the gardens. The stupefied menagerie watches their queen. She flicks open the scroll.

“Don’t!”

A demigod arm lashes out, unrolling like a tentacle. Pinander stares in amazement. He had no idea the seemingly ornamental limb was that functional. He wonders how much it cost. At least the full value of his scholarship.

The tentacle withdraws and dangles the scroll over the demigod’s head.

“Give it back.” Decima rises from her throne.

“Forget everything else,” the demigod says, “but I can’t lose you.”

Pinander finds himself in headlong motion, sprinting toward the translucent devil, even after he sees the scroll strobing, formatting. He knows it’s too late but he’s charging. Maybe he “has the vapors” as these elite students say. He’s never felt this violent in his life.

Decima, rushing from the other direction, looks how he feels.
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The statue in the Hall Paramount towers over rows of holding seats, all currently empty except for Decima and Pinander. They slouch beside each other in their constraints, bruised and groggy. Decima twitches and sweats with a variety of withdrawals.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Pinander says, his voice low in this templelike space of The Crypt. He has failed Jain, Sinecure, his parents.

“Then it isn’t happening,” Decima says. “Nothing is, but belief makes it so.”

“Elitist twaddle.”

The statue, an imperial factor in flowing robes, glares down at them in judgment. Weald was a paragon of ancient officialdom: grave and cultured, fair-minded and sober, able to summon verse for any occasion. The curriculum council needed a model mind when designing their uploads. Now every sitter of the exam must strive to be Weald.

“Where’s Gnomic?” Decima says.

“That fuckwit we beat to a pulp? In the infirmary I guess. You need a certain level of health to aestivate. You and I barely made the grade, I think.”

This seems to increase her confusion. “Where are we?”

“The Crypt, mush-head! Slated for punitive aestivation!”

“But . . . ”

“But you’re rich and you live in the suites. But one of your own summoned campus police and let them in. Because a lowly scholar-shipper laid hands on elite flesh, I guess.”

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

“You shouldn’t have spiked your vapor with . . . whatever that was.”

Vault doors hiss open somewhere. Footsteps echo through the hall. This is it. He’ll be joining Jain in perpetual twilight, not that he’ll see her there. So much time already lost, now more. Maybe this time he won’t wake up.

“Unbind her.”

Two smartly suited people come around the statue, followed by a chastened-looking monk in gray habit. The monk hurries over to barely conscious Decima and incants to her seat in his crypt monk speech. The off-campus suits stare at Pinander impassively. He guesses they’re functionaries of some kind from Decima’s powerful clan, lawyers maybe, or glorified enforcers warranted to throw money around.

The chair releases Decima and the suits get her up. One of them puts an infuser to her neck. She twitches to life as they escort her away, and she glances back at him.

“I’m sorry.”
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The leaking, overcrowded estates hung from the ice ceiling of Broken Pearl’s crust. The inky void of the interior sea yawned below, a living metaphor reminding denizens of their precarious economic position. Pinander spent his childhood harvesting exotic proteins from the water filters. It could be traded at the bazaars and processed into all manner of black-market commodities. Many of his fellow filter raiders—children all, only they could fit in the filters—succumbed to prion exposure, but somehow Pinander survived. Da took this for evidence of his son’s special destiny. Da always thanked his abyssal gods that the Mother-of-Pearl system was entangled with the empire. He prayed for the empire at their home shrine. He prayed his son would sit the exam and become an Imperial Factor. Pinander never prayed, but he studied the shrine’s myriad figurines. Among the abyssal gods were imperial figures, including a miniature Paragon Weald, more crudely represented than in The Crypt.

“Abyssal Lord.” Da’s eyes squeezed shut, voice low. “Queen of the Vents, Sireless, Paragon Weald, I petition for my only son . . . ”

The gods seem to hear him. Pinander feels the universe subtly shift. He is no longer in Broken Pearl.

“Can you hear me?” A familiar voice in a radiant void.

“Yes . . . ”

“You were aestivating.”

His thoughts rally. “Yes.”

“You’re still in the casket, but I’ve quickened you into semiconsciousness.”

He can feel the casket around him. “How long was I under?”

“A day.”

“Who are you?”

“Your long-suffering professor.”

“Wigh . . . what is this? Get me out of here!”

“I will, but I wanted to give you a choice first. Concerning Sinecure. You could still read her if you wish.”

“The scroll got formatted. There’s another? Explain yourself, Wigh. No more obfuscation!”

“There was good reason for that. I couldn’t be specific, in case you got audited again.”

“Ethics are laws written on our hearts.

Laws are ethics written on space-time.

Never forget the beginner’s mind.”

That verse activated much Lore. A core verse of Paragon Weald’s own writing, it was foundational when his mind was modeled. One of the secrets it unlocked was the composition of the atmosphere held at bay by the university shield. This shield was an invisible mystery called a “spin foam hack.” The lethal brew of the atmosphere was revealed to him: nitrogen, methane, a dash of hydrogen, ethane, propane, cyanoacetylene, helium, argon, hydrogen cyanide . . .

“Pin!”

“Yes . . . ”

“Stay with me. I can’t wake you up completely or the casket’s alarm gets triggered. I’m on the auditing council, at least for a bit longer. I’ve got you interfaced for audit right now.”

“Wait, last time . . . ”

“I got you released. I made sure I was your reviewer.”

“Then I’m dangerous after all?”

“I think you can handle both contexts at once. I know I can’t. It’s not that I’m too old, but there’s something to be said for an honest reckoning with yourself. The audits of my youth taught me that. I think you know what I mean.”

He never stopped thinking of the toxic atmosphere hanging over him. It was denser than the breathable mix inside the university bubble. He imagined the shield straining under the weight. The students around him never seemed troubled by it, never looked up into the hazy fathoms. He broached this with Jain and Philo, and they mocked his lack of understanding, though theirs went no deeper.

What they really mocked was his lack of faith.

“You’re interfaced, so I can link you to the Faculty Library.”

Later he would come to understand the shield, the manipulation of space-time quanta, but this did not alleviate his sense of dread. With more verses came more activated Lore, more insights on space-time, the foundational science of the empire. It also meant space-time was the ultimate data storage medium. Nothing written on the Great Substrate could be erased. Here on campus, it was accessible only in the Faculty Library.

“The choice is yours,” Wigh says.

“And if I choose knowledge, what do you expect to happen?”

“Based on what I saw in your audit . . . You survive the dual mind, you hold both contexts in your mind at once and become something new, a hybrid. You sit the exam and write essays that shake the empire. Or you go mad.”
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Ranging far over four-dimensional topographies of knowledge, through valleys of species profiles, steppelands of history, human and alien, you find piddling skeans of familiar Lore. Your imperial conditioning renders most novelties abstruse. All that is alien or remote appears threatening, unfathomable.

Paragon Weald was not the beacon of intellectual curiosity you’ve been sold.

You search desperately for the works of Sinecure. You spend subjective years searching. You grow old in this search, but eventually find her.

“Sun by sun,

The future comes undone.”

With her first lines, a new, conflicting context for the Lore takes hold. Already Weald is no longer a paragon, but a venal, pretentious bureaucrat, a creature of vice and a status inheritor. And the empire itself, The Emanation . . .

“Pin!”

It’s Wigh again, far away, across landscapes, with your physical body.

“Throw illusions in the fire.

Old men stare at glowing embers

As though at runes to be deciphered.”

The empire is no longer a beacon of hope, but a metastasizing thing, alive and ravenous and amoral. No, it’s both beacon and cancer, and Weald is both paragon and degenerate. Your mind threatens to split along these contradictions.

“Work with me, Pin.” She’s dragging you across the aestivation deck. “Our escape window is short. Get up!”

Sinecure’s new context is like a new language, forcing you to rethink the universe from a new lingual perspective. Sinecure’s language dissects where Weald’s embellishes. Sinecure is concise where Weald is purple. But you’ve already experienced this. You’re remembering it, in a sense. You were interfaced with the Faculty Library and now you’re not. The trauma of dual mind is still playing out in your skull, like a biome killer spewing nuclear winter years after impact.

“On your feet or we’re not going to make it!”

You saw Sinecure herself from two perspectives. From her own, a member of the curriculum council secreting pieces of herself into the Weald-dominated model, for the greater good of the universe; and from Weald’s, who branded her a counterrevolutionary.

“That’s it.”

You stumble along behind Wigh, shivering in your aestivation caul.

“This will be it for me,” the professor whispers, “but that’s okay. The least I can do really. I cultivated my cryptic demeanor for years, you know, in case someone like you or Jain came along. In case I had to talk around audits.”

“They’re going to get you,” you say. “Even dead you’ll be audited. So no matter what you’ve done in here, they’ll be coming after me.”

“Ever the pragmatist. That’s right Pin.”

“And how did a hard copy of Sinecure’s work get onto campus in the first place?” It just occurred to you to ask her this.

Wigh runs to the edge of the hallway, muttering and gesturing her key cant at the door.

“Professor?”

Without turning to face him, she says, “Yes Pin, they’re all on my head. Philo and Jain, all of them. Maybe you as well. Soon I’ll be dead and audited, as you said, and they’ll be after you. You’ve got to change everything before that happens. I gambled with lives and I’m going to pay for it, rest assured. You’ll be sitting the exam in a few hours. I think I bought you that much time.”

“All this for essays by me?”

Your two minds war within your skull. You want to report this murderous dissident. And you want to forgive her sins, or at least set them aside, and see her plan out to its logical conclusion.

“All for essays by you, and they’d better be good. They need to accomplish a paradigm shift.”
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“The big day!” Ma says.

Her tense grin is nearly a snarl. Your mother the slavish, brainwashed disciple of the empire who sacrificed her only son on its altar; your mother, a good citizen, someone who thinks for herself and chooses the empire, the Emanation, and the best possible life for her son.

“Are you prepared?” Da asks.

Your father, superstitious, blindly-laboring drone of a backwater colony, ignorant, unyielding, a monster; your father, paragon in his own right, the kind of man on whose back the empire rests.

Your cramped eight-bunk room is a prison cell, and a unique privilege.

“Pin? Are you okay?”

“Answer your mother, kid.”

The ansible that connects you to them rests on quantized space-time. That is true in both of your minds. But the upshot is not mere entanglement, not just colonization. “The physics kept me going,” Jain once said. “The grand mystery of it all. She puts it in a new light.” You focus on the majestic, entangled oneness of the cosmos when you feel your mind threatening to disintegrate.

“Am I okay? I’m not sure how to answer that, Ma.”

“Did you get any sleep?” she asks, growing anxious.

“Of course not,” Da says, “he’s been studying all night. Haven’t you, kid?”

True either way you look at it. You’ve spent the night digesting the perspective shift of Sinecure. You’ve had an empire-affirming collision with a counterrevolutionary. You don’t see how it can be both. You lean forward on your elbows and clutch your skull. Your seven bunkmates are asleep.

“Do you have a headache?”

“More of a mind-ache.” And you could make it go away. You could join those who went before you. It would be easy. You could use Philo’s method, nice and quick.

“He’s working hard. A little discomfort is to be expected. I’m proud of him.” Da puts a hand on his wife’s shoulder, a rare display of affection. “He’ll be okay. The kid won’t let us down. He knows what we’ve sacrificed to get him there.”

“Yeah, me.”

“Excuse me?”

“Me, Da. You sacrificed me.”

“What the hell do you mean?”

Ma is sobbing.

“You’d better apologize, kid.”

“Ma, Da . . . I’m sorry, but I think I’m a counterrevolutionary.”

You snort, and the snort becomes a chuckle, then you’re cackling, tears streaming, your cellmates rising from their bunks to grumble, and you can’t stop.
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In the amber predawn gloaming, the black-robed graduating class encircles a great bonfire at the center of campus. Each student is penning a verse of their choice—from the Odes or Epics or Songs—onto a ceremonial wooden tablet. Hooded professors wander the circle, peering over shoulders.

You dip your brush in the nearest brazier-well. Holding the tablet in your left hand, you apply the brush with your right:

“Ethics are laws written on our hearts,” you murmur as you pen.

Other students murmur around you. You glance up and see Decima about one hundred and sixty degrees along the circle, nearly lost to view behind the fire. Her antlers have been shaved down to nubs. She is black robed like everyone else and staring back at you intently.

“Laws are ethics written on space-time,” you pen.

Closer, Raff frowns and dabs clumsily at her tablet.

There is no sign of Wigh among the professors.

“Never forget the beginner’s mind.”

This was Weald’s favorite verse. Sinecure despised its meaning and intent, but as a connoisseur of propaganda she admired its craft. You find it banal, but the calligraphy is simple. You feel a professor at your back, inspecting briefly then moving on.

Soon the professors have gathered closer to the fire, their backs to it, facing various quadrants of students.

“Embody the text,” one of them says.

“Embody the text,” others repeat.

You kneel with the other students in loose unison. You hold your tablet over a copper basin, angled forty-five degrees as instructed. You drop your ink-hemorrhaging brush in the basin. With your liberated right hand, you pick up a mug of water and pour it on the tablet. Your calligraphy blurs and runs.

The inky water collects in the basin.

Soon you’re standing, basin held in both hands, like the other students.

“Embody the text,” the professors say, this time in chorus.

This ritual’s roots go far back in space-time, possibly to the origin world. Both Weald and Sinecure had a nostalgic fondness for it, a rare point of agreement between the ghosts in your head. You raise the basin to your lips and drink. The inky water is bitter, mildly nauseating, but you keep your composure. When everyone has drunk, the circle contracts, students approaching the fire with their blank tablets. You go with them, still of two minds, but alive, maintaining, not suicidal. For solace you have more than the entangled oneness of the cosmos. You have Jain. You have the idea of her, her ambition, and you can only save her by favoring one context over another.

You consign your tablet to the flames. It’s time.
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In your spartan examination cell, you slouch over the dedicated exam scroll and read the first essay prompt:

“Politically contrast the revolutionaries who launched the empire with the counterrevolutionaries who have been trying to tear it down for millennia, using Lore activated by verse thirty-three of Song Five, verse fifty-six of the Temple Odes, and verse twenty-one of the Paramount Epic.”

You have most of that, and some has been redundantly activated by Sinecure. It’s multifaceted, letting you see it like no one before you. You think for a moment, put stylus to scroll, and begin to write.
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The Past, Like a River in Flood

Marissa Lingen
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They’d built a new Vault of Potions after the flood—of course they’d had to, with the thaumatically cursed mess that had become of the old one. Still, it made me twitch and reach for my wand, walking along the familiar tree-lined quad and hearing the faint moans, seeing the rough wall of tan stones closing off the Vault entrance, after twenty years.

The Vault looked like any other academic building, local sandstone carefully smoothed and carven, a bit of ivy growing on it, except for a faint pink glow, and except for the roughly aligned rows on the hurried barrier we’d erected across the entrance that horrible night. They’d since added a low enclosure, easily climbed by students, around the perimeter, but it looked more decorative than foreboding. I wasn’t comfortable with that choice. It made the quad look friendly and welcoming to prospective students and parents, certainly. A casual passerby couldn’t tell that on the other side of the barrier, the steps down into the Vault concealed destructive power that they’d been trying to avoid for twenty years.

I’d handed those very stones to the professors who were standing in the entrance walling up the Vault, me and Ev Minor, shin-deep in the floodwaters with that eerie pink glow from the spilled potions’ ill-fated summonings getting brighter every second. That was the night everything I owned washed away and it was the least of my troubles. That was the night we lost Alden Glasshand, my first-year Incantations professor, and two students whose names I’ll never forget but whose faces I can never remember, pulled under the waters by the vortices that had suddenly surged beneath their feet when the powerful magics in the potions were accidentally combined. That was the night we slept on the top floor of the Library and didn’t know if we’d get down in the morning.

Now the students gave wide berth to the old walled-up Potions Vault for a different reason—two of their fellows were mysteriously dead, found sitting against the Vault wall without a drop of blood or a bruise on them—not a mark to show how they died, except for a faint pink glow that matched the closed-up building, fading in the morning sunlight. A prank, an accident—the university was close-mouthed about the cause, but the moaning stones had suddenly stopped being mysterious fun. I was told that students had quit joking about what the combination of all those old potions had caused, left down there to spark unintended spells and unsought miasmas behind the wall for decades; that the forces inside it were suddenly a cause for silent dread.

My work as an itinerant geomancer gave me theories enough of what it was, how to deal with it. I would have to walk nearer the Vault soon enough: it was the purpose of my return to campus. But not until I’d spoken to my old professors. I could wait a few hours more. Could let myself put it off.

The light spring wind still smelled of rain and hyacinths and wet stones, just as it had then, fresh and sweet and full of life.

My hands were shaking. Twenty years. I ran and threw up in the lavs in the Alchemy building.

After twenty years they still felt like my lavs to throw up in, which made it better, and also worse.

I splashed water on my face and came out to face the task ahead, only to bump squarely into Professor Castellton, looking lined and white-haired and otherwise just the same. “My stars, it’s Ellis, isn’t it?” she said, peering at me through the same copper wire spectacles as she’d always worn. “Right-Reagent Wrong-Time Ellis?”

I managed a sheepish grin, relaxing a little. “No one’s called me that in years, Cazzie. How have you been? You look well.”

“The students aren’t calling me Cazzie, either,” she complained. “It’s all ‘do let me get you a chair, Professor Castellton,’ and ‘I really think that might explode, Professor Castellton.’ Old age wouldn’t be half so exhausting if the young weren’t hells-bent on being nice to one, Ellis. Not like the rude youth of your day.”

“Thank you,” I said dryly.

She peered at me more closely, her deep brown eyes as sharp as ever, though framed by deeper wrinkles. “Back for some kind of reunion, is it? Seeing the old stomping grounds?”

“Something like that.”

“You haven’t felt the need for that in a long age, it’s a wonder you remember us at all. You should have said you’d be here, we’d have got up something nice for departmental tea. I’m afraid now all you’ll get is buttered toast and that evil brew of Jermiah’s.”

“I have a wedge of Wolverton Brown in my pack. We can share it out together with our toast.”

“Oh, good girl,” she said, and though I wouldn’t see forty again, the approval in her voice warmed me more than the hearth fire in the departmental lounge ever had, or would.

In any case, there would be cake with currants, for the aforementioned Jermiah, Professor Harbido, knew I was coming. Though he had told none of the others, it was he who had summoned me—he and the Provost. He wouldn’t be able to pass up an opportunity for cake.

He had also laid up a supply of hawthorn twigs and rowan berries, silver dust and cinnabar and a dozen other ingredients I had listed for him. Jermiah had tried to train me in his image, one of the best technical alchemists of his generation, and the Alchemy Department would always feel like home.

But magic changes those who use it, and the flood had changed me. I had come home a geomancer, and the very stones that had nurtured me through my training needed me now. I understood the nasty forces summoned by the potions that had spilled and mingled and recombined when the flood wrecked the Vault. The assortment of non-magical substances writhing around the waters would be someone else’s job when I was done. First it was time for me to neutralize the threat the potions had summoned.

Well, almost time. We could let ourselves feign normalcy a little longer and fortify ourselves with tea.

Jermiah raised a bushy eyebrow when Castellton brought me into the departmental lounge, but I shook my head minutely, and he didn’t say a word but welcome. Half of the other alchemy professors were new since the flood, skittish and white-knuckled at the ceaseless moaning outside, not . . . seasoned. Not people with scars and stories from the old days.

Not people we could count on.

They left when the currant cake was eaten, clapping us on the back and saying how nice to meet me. I wanted to think of them the way the university wanted to, part of a great chain of learning and bonhomie, the old school tie and all that, but deep down they were on the other side of a line I hoped they’d never have to cross.

When the lamps in the departmental lounge became not just cozy but necessary, Castellton and the other professors who had been there for the flood took their leave as well. Jermiah and I toasted our toes in front of the fire. After the flood we’d developed a kind of companionable silence when I’d had nowhere to go and he’d needed someone to look after him in his ghast shock. We hadn’t had a chance to indulge it for years. Letting ourselves slip into that past warmth put off the necessary, by a few minutes at least.

All those years ago they’d taken up a collection among the alumni for the students whose rooms were flooded, so I had socks, nightdresses, a mug of my own for when I cleaned my teeth at night, all that sort of thing. None of it had fit quite right. We’d both shivered a lot at odd moments. Neither of us had wanted to talk. I’d read him masses and masses of Shabria’s On the Essence of Organics to pass the time while we healed.

Inasmuch as we ever healed.

“Well,” I said, “where did we leave off in Shabria? Ivy, was it?”

Jermiah snorted. “We can’t put it off that easily, Ellis.”

“Don’t see why not,” I muttered. “Have done it this long. Why can’t someone else—well, why can’t someone else?”

“It’s never ‘someone else,’ I taught you that.”

“No, I know,” I said soberly, and rose to get to it.

He plucked my sleeve. “Wish it was, though. Damned dangerous stuff, this. If the university—”

“If the university hadn’t put it off until tomorrow for twenty years, you wouldn’t have lost those sophomores. So I can at the very least learn from their example.”

“Bolrone and Arorr,” he said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“The sophomores. Bolrone was a likely lad, Arorr probably wouldn’t have made more than a village lamplighter. But we’ll never know now. Some of them find it in them. Ah, hells, Ellis, it’s a bad business.”

“It sounds like those kids had the life force sucked from them, Jermiah. Keep a sharp eye out for another vortex. One might open at any time, with the chaos of magics down there.”

He nodded tightly. “Or if not a vortex, who knows what else in that disaster.”

“We should have fixed this years ago. There’s no mess so bad that humans can’t make it worse.”

“Too true.”

“What do you think the administration will do when they find out I have to take the stones down to cleanse the magic?”

He shuddered and took a swallow of his ginger beer, which, I knew from experience, burned just as much from ginger as any strong drink ever could. “That’s why we start this minute.”

It was a very strange feeling to be past forty and creeping about my old college quad under cover of darkness with my old college advisor who was bald, had a bad knee, and usually went to bed at half eight. Were it not for the flooded Potions Vault and its hauntings, I think Jermiah would have retired five years since, but he had to see it through, and now the only way he could see to do that was to bring me in. My stomach twisted, that I was his last hope.

I made him go ahead of me, wheezing at every step—it was bad enough to risk the wrath of the university in an entirely necessary good cause, but I could just imagine the Provost bellowing, “What do you mean, you lost Professor Harbido?” We had to scramble over the low wall, Jermiah wheezing. My scalp prickled; I told myself it was only the stray magic and the chill of the evening.

The stones had gone silent. I told myself there was no way they knew we were coming. No matter what magics they shielded, they were still inanimate rock—a fine detail that I could not expect Jermiah to appreciate. He was an alchemist, not a geomancer. But still: the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

Worse than the silence of the stones, almost, was the smell of the spring air. It was wet and green and lush, the pollen of several mildly noxious yellow blossoms on the wind in just the way it had been in the spring when I was an undergraduate, just the way it had been when we were receiving reports daily, by whatever means we could get them, about the river’s upstream rise. A runner from this village, a pigeon from that one, a curiously contrived clockwork moth from the next. All bore the same news: the river was rising faster than they had ever seen.

The professors canceled classes so we could load and stack sandbags. I still remembered the ache of it in my muscles, falling into bed exhausted, waking up and doing it again the next day. I still remembered how it felt to wake up sore and worry that it would not be enough.

It had not been enough.

The middle-aged ache that the chilly spring night was sending into my joints was not the same, not remotely, but it made me want to shiver, it made me want to go throw up again. It made me want to turn back.

But this place was mine, even after all these years, and I wouldn’t give it over to the selfish people who had left it to fester. “The cinnabar first,” I said to Jermiah quietly, and he rummaged in his satchel.

The quad was never quite empty, but the student deaths and the general expectation of moaning meant that people were keeping their distance from the old Potions Vault. We had timed our evening carefully so that the university caretakers wouldn’t be on their rounds—we hoped—if they were on schedule, and in any case if they were, I had the sanction of a well-respected senior professor.

Although he was mostly serving as my assistant.

Each ingredient I needed, Jermiah had for me immediately. He had always been extremely organized; I should have expected his satchel to be packed in exactly the order in which I’d sent him the list. His hands shook a little when the moaning started up again, sounding like someone scraping nails along the stones, but he kept handing me ingredients, pristine, ready.

The stones were cracking like branches in the wind, the moans increasing to a feverish shriek, when Professor Castellton’s voice cut through them from just inside the retaining wall behind us: “This. I should have expected this, but—never from you, Ellis.”

“Always from me,” I called out, and then, “Jermiah, the rowan.” I didn’t turn, just held out my hand. But nothing filled it. I waited. Still nothing.

When I turned, the two of them were clutching potions and glaring at each other, each holding theirs unstoppered and motionless.

“Cazzie,” I said.

“Ellis, the things that are in there—the things that have happened in there, gases, vortexes, the potions mixing without control—”

“That’s the point,” I gritted through my teeth. “You let them mix without control. For decades. You and the entire rest of the administration. It just kept on.”

“It could just keep on!” she said. “Jermiah, I know you loved that boy like a son, but this time was a mistake, a fluke. Every other year it’s taken meaningless town children. We’ll make sure that happens again next year. Just stop all this and I’ll siphon the worst of the energy off. We can go back to the way it’s been.”

Even by moonlight I could see Jermiah’s white teeth against his dark skin, his mouth hanging agape. I didn’t wear my emotions that openly, not any more, but I was just as aghast. He was the one who managed to speak. “Every . . . other year?”

Castellton saw her mistake immediately, but there was nothing she could say to remedy it.

“Meaningless town children,” I repeated.

“Not children,” she said hastily. “Older than you were that night . . . that night you helped build this wall, Ellis. Old enough to work, old enough to take their own risks.”

“Not that risk,” I said. “No. Not that one. That risk is ours. We are the sorcerers of this university, we are the ones who made those potions, and we take their risks on our own shoulders. As you well know, Cazzie, as you taught me yourself in Introductory Potions. ‘If you have a spill or unauthorized combination—’ ”

Jermiah finished it for me: “ ‘—summon your instructor for assistance in neutralizing the spell. Do not under any circumstances leave spilled potions unattended, as they may be unstable and may harm untrained persons.’ Yes. Yes, that is the introductory section. I’ve taught it myself for years, and so have you, Caz.”

“The resources this will take, Jer,” she pled with him. “It would wreck the entire quad. No one would send their children to a university that had a gaping pit right next to their academic buildings with workers spending years—perhaps an entire decade—clearing it out. And the cost—it would shut down research for who knows how long. The university would be ruined.”

Jermiah’s voice trembled. “It’s lives. You’re telling me that the cost of the university going on as it has . . . is lives. Not just these two boys, but more. The cleaners?”

Her head bobbed a muted yes in the moonlight.

“Who knew about it?” I asked quietly.

“Just a handful of us. Myself, the new head of the faculty congregation after me, the Chancellor and the Vice-Chancellor.”

“Not the Provost,” Jermiah was saying slowly, and that made sense; he and the Provost together had hatched the plan to summon me, even though the Provost didn’t know that the wall would come down and force them to deal with the non-magical portion of the fallout.

But I was no longer paying attention. I was staring at Castellton, wondering how this had happened. Wondering how this person who had taught me so much, who had been there in my darkest hours, had become so frightened, so small, so willing to turn her back on what was right before her.

A few months after the flood, when Jermiah was almost recovered from ghast shock, the university was ready to let the students resume normal classes. We’d have reconstructed lodgings, repaired classrooms. All would be as it was—or even, the university suggested, possibly better. They planted fall-blooming flowers so that the sidewalks would be lined with pansy and chrysanthemum, and some well-meaning soul had even placed decorative gourds in bunches outside the library, not knowing how very many uses Fae Studies students could—and would—find for a hard squash.

With Jermiah almost healed, there was less for me to do, and without anyone asking me, I found the task of restoring the departmental lounge to its former glory. The blankets and pillows that the lowest undergrads used to lounge on the rug had been hastily stashed in a corner all summer and smelled musty. No one had replenished the wood for the fire, and the state of the tea cupboard was a horror. I had washed the blankets and hung them to air and was giving the pillows a good thorough beating when I noticed Professor Castellton in the doorway, watching me. I blushed, but she motioned grandly for me to carry on. “It wants doing,” she said. “But none of us really . . . thought of it. We would have sure enough once classes started and we tried to have departmental tea.”

“I’ve made an inventory of what we need for the tea cupboard, which is basically everything,” I’d told her, and she’d smiled and approved the lot. We were in it together.

I had thought we were in the whole thing together. In making it all work, together. In making the world better, together. But instead we were in being genteel magical ladies together. In the easy road together.

But I was not the student in need of reassurance any more, and my road had diverged a long time ago.

I was younger and faster than either of them. The stones moaned at my back; the stone itself creaked. At any minute the enchanted waters might start leaking out the bottom, unless I could get the basic barrier in place that would win us time to hold the waters back, to do the long work of cleaning up without killing anyone else.

I darted forward and snatched the potion from each of them, then flung each one in a different direction. I couldn’t repeat Castellton’s mistake—I had to keep the potions separated, even not knowing what they would do, what I would hit.

They both gaped at me like shocked undergraduates whose proctors had confiscated their rum.

I snatched the rowan twigs out of Jermiah’s satchel and turned back to the stones, whose mortar was alarmingly crumbly. With one in each hand I tapped them once, twice, and then brought them down hard enough to snap in the cool night air the third time.

As if by a magic far beyond me, the moon half-clouded over, and the rain drizzled down.

The stones’ moaning spiraled up to a tooth-aching keen. My molars vibrated uncomfortably. My arms ached, leaning the broken rowan twigs into the stones. And then I had to jump back, because the entire wall was falling down into the unfathomable darkness that the Potions Vault had become, and then silence and the smell of mold and stagnant water from inside. And the pink glow trickling toward my boots.

I windmilled my arms to keep my footing, but even a few steps behind me the ground had been built up, and the river was no longer in flood. I would leave them no choice.

I leaned forward and thrust the remnants of the rowan twigs into the entrance. I heard an agonized gasp behind me. My boots were soaked to the ankles, and I would probably have to go through three rituals to destroy them safely. I wouldn’t sleep through the night for two weeks from the smell of that water.

But the entranceway’s arch slewed further, like someone had twisted it out of shape with a crowbar. No one would be able to wall up that entranceway again—the arch was not stable. They’d have to build a new arch. Or, I hoped, actually cope with the problem.

Because I remembered that night. I remembered someone running up to the Alchemy building shouting, “The river’s breached the Potions Vault, all hands, all hands!”

And I remembered the boy down the hall from me, broad-shouldered and strong, trained in petromancy, leaping to his feet and heading out the door at a dead run—in the other direction. He had had a choice, between help and safety, and he had chosen safety, and I remember standing frozen for an infinite moment before making the other choice. I still was not sure what it was that had made me choose it.

The university had had a choice for twenty years. And I was not going to let them retreat back into it.

I turned around to face Jermiah in relief, having finally done what he’d brought me home to do. Having proven my old master’s pride in me was justified.

He was lying on the ground.

Castellton crouched over him with a knife.

I staggered back. I felt a fool. Just because she was an alchemist, and an elderly alchemist at that, I had forgotten that the weapons of the mundane world were available to her. If she’d had moments longer, would she have gotten to me as well? He had been there first. He had saved me. “Jermiah,” I whispered.

There was no answer.

“Cazzie.”

“He’s gone,” she said, and her voice was empty, and the pink glow kept lapping at my boots. I took another step toward her.

“Cazzie.”

The professor who had taught me to cast an invisibility charm. The professor who brought Jermiah noodles when he had ghast shock. Always wiser. Always more experienced.

It barely took any of my strength to knock the knife out of her hand. I was in my prime, and she was so old. But so was Jermiah, and he had been as desperate as she was, and had had no knife. And I had been bending the arch so far out of plumb that the administration couldn’t slap a new wall over the problem, and had not seen to protect him.

He was my advisor. He would have wanted to protect me anyway.

Jermiah still had rope in his pack from the rowan twigs I’d asked for. I tied her with it and put her on the wet, pinkened grass with him, gently, too gently for what she deserved.

“This is, this can’t be.” She looked up at me, but all I saw was fear, not regret. “You have to shut it again. We need this university to be what it was for you. We need the students to keep coming, for themselves and for us.”

“Those families need their youths not to be dragged into vortices. Your cleaning staff, your guards, need jobs, not one or two a year, not ‘we hope it’s not a promising sophomore,’ not ‘oh dear it’s one we cared about, but at least only one.’ ”

“It’s too big for us,” she whispered.

I shook my head. There was no way out of something too big for us but to keep doing the small pieces of it. And see how far we could get. Or die trying.

As Jermiah had died trying.

As Jermiah had not had to die trying.

I sat down on the grass next to her. We had been through so much together, and I wasn’t sure I could make her understand anything, anything at all. I sorted through those memories, decades old, trying to find one that would help. “Do you ever hear from Ev Minor? Know what he’s doing?”

Castellton looked up at me, hope sparking in her eyes that perhaps I would still treat her as my old professor after all, perhaps I would still see her as what she had been. In the thin moonlight through the clouds she looked like what she was, a pathetic and defeated old woman, and not like what she also was, a murderer who had left something rotten festering as long as it only killed people she didn’t value. “I . . . think he’s, he’s selling perfumes? He wasn’t strong enough to keep working in magic after the floods like you were, Ellis. He was very upset.”

“We all were,” I said quietly. There had been so few of us who understood, and she had shown she was not one of them after all.

But she didn’t know what she didn’t know. She jumped on my words. “Yes, we all wanted to put it behind us.”

“Putting something behind you doesn’t mean ignoring it. It means making sure it can’t hurt you any more. It means making sure it can’t hurt anybody any more.”

Castellton looked up at me, eyes dimming.

“This isn’t going to hurt anybody any more, Cazzie. And neither are you.”

And I waited for the university caretakers to come and bring the Provost, and the rain fell on my face. The pink glow around the broken stones was the same, the smell of water and blood and green growing things and sandstone was the same, but for the first time in twenty years, I could let the knot in my chest when I breathed dissolve into tears.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Bahrain Underground Bazaar

Nadia Afifi
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Bahrain’s Central Bazaar comes to life at night. Lights dance above the narrow passageways, illuminating the stalls with their spices, sacks of lentils, ornate carpets, and trinkets. Other stalls hawk more modern fare, NeuroLync implants and legally ambiguous drones. The scent of cumin and charred meat fills my nostrils. My stomach twists in response. Chemo hasn’t been kind to me. 

Office workers spill out from nearby high-rises into the crowds. A few cast glances in my direction, confusion and sympathy playing across their faces. They see an old woman with stringy, thinning gray hair and a hunched back, probably lost and confused. The young always assume the elderly can’t keep up with them, helpless against their new technology and shifting language. Never mind that I know their tricks better than they do, and I’ve been to wilder bazaars than this manufactured tourist trap. It used to be the Old Souk, a traditional market that dealt mostly in gold. But Bahrain, which once prided itself as being Dubai’s responsible, less ostentatious younger cousin, has decided to keep up with its neighbors. Glitz and flash. Modernity and illusion. 

I turn down another passageway, narrower than the last. A sign beckons me below—”The Bahrain Underground Bazaar.” It even has a London Underground symbol around the words for effect, though we’re far from its gray skies and rain. I quicken my pace down its dark steps.

It’s even darker below, with torch-like lamps lining its stone walls. Using stone surfaces—stone anything—in the desert is madness. The cost of keeping the place cool must be obscene. The Underground Bazaar tries hard, bless it, to be sinister and seedy, and it mostly succeeds. The clientele help matters. They’re either gangs of teenage boys or lone older men with unsettling eyes, shuffling down damp corridors. Above them, signs point to different areas of the bazaar for different tastes—violence, phobias, sex, and death.

I’m here for death. 

“Welcome back, grandma,” the man behind the front counter greets me. A nice young man with a neatly trimmed beard. He dresses all in black, glowing tattoos snaking across his forearms, but he doesn’t fool me. He goes home and watches romantic comedies when he isn’t selling the morbid side of life to oddballs. This isn’t a typical souk or bazaar where each vendor runs their own stall. The Underground Bazaar is centralized. You tell the person at the counter what virtual immersion experience you’re looking for and they direct you to the right room. Or chamber, as they insist. 

“I’m not a grandma yet,” I say, placing my dinars on the front counter. “Tell my son and his wife to spend less time chasing me around and get the ball rolling on those grandchildren.” In truth, I don’t care in the slightest whether my children reproduce. I won’t be around to hold any grandchildren. 

“What’ll it be today?”

I’ve had time to think on the way, but I still pause. In the Underground Bazaar’s virtual immersion chambers, I’ve experienced many anonymous souls’ final moments. Through them, I’ve drowned, been strangled, shot in the mouth, and suffered a heart attack. And I do mean suffer—the heart attack was one of the worst. I try on deaths like T-shirts. Violent ones and peaceful passings. Murders, suicides, and accidents. All practice for the real thing. 

The room tilts and my vision blurs momentarily. Dizzy, I press my hands, bruised from chemo drips, into the counter to steady myself. The tumor wedged between my skull and brain likes to assert itself at random moments. A burst of vision trouble, spasms of pain or nausea. I imagine shrinking it down, but even that won’t matter now. It’s in my blood and bones. The only thing it’s left me so far, ironically, is my mind. I’m still sharp enough to make my own decisions. And I’ve decided one thing—I’ll die on my terms, before cancer takes that last bit of power from me.

“I don’t think I’ve fallen to my death yet,” I say, regaining my composure. “I’d like to fall from a high place today.”

“Sure thing. Accident or suicide?”

Would they be that different? The jump, perhaps, but everyone must feel the same terror as the ground approaches.

“Let’s do a suicide,” I say. “Someone older, if you have it. Female. Someone like me,” I add unnecessarily. 

My helpful young man runs his tattooed fingers across his fancy computer, searching. I’ve given him a challenge. Most people my age never installed the NeuroLync that retains an imprint of a person’s experiences—including their final moments. Not that the intent is to document one’s demise, of course. People get the fingernail-sized devices implanted in their temples to do a variety of useful things—pay for groceries with a blink, send neural messages to others, even adjust the temperature in their houses with a mental command. Laziness. Soon, the young will have machines do their walking for them. 

But one side effect of NeuroLync’s popularity was that its manufacturer acquired a treasure trove of data from the minds connected to its Cloud network. Can you guess what happened next? Even an old bird like me could have figured it out. All that data was repackaged and sold to the highest bidder. Companies seized what they could, eager to literally tap into consumer minds. But there are other markets, driven by the desire to borrow another person’s experiences. Knowing what it feels like to have a particular kind of sex. Knowing what it feels like to torture someone—or be tortured. Knowing what it means to die a certain way.

And with that demand comes places like the Bahrain Underground Bazaar. 

“I’ve got an interesting one for you,” the man says, eyeing me with something close to caution. “A Bedouin woman. Want to know the specifics?”

“Surprise me,” I say. “I’m not too old to appreciate some mystery.”

My young man always walks with me to the sensory chamber, like an usher in a movie theater. It’s easy for me to get knocked around amid the jostling crowds, and I admit that some of the other customers frighten me. You can always spot the ones here for violence, a sick thrill between work shifts. Their eyes have this dull sheen, as though the real world is something they endure until their next immersion.

“This is your room, grandma,” the man says before spinning on his heels back to the front counter. I step inside. 

The room is dark, like the rest of this place, with blue lights webbing its walls. I suspect they exist for ambience rather than utility. In the center of the room, a reclining chair sits underneath a large device that will descend over my tiny, cancer-addled head. On the back of it, a needle of some kind will jut out and enter my spinal cord, right where it meets the skull. It’s painful, but only for a second, and then you’re in someone else’s head, seeing and hearing and sensing what they felt. What’s a little pinprick against all of that? 

I sit and lean back as the usual recording plays on the ceiling, promising me an experience I’ll never forget. The machine descends over my head, drowning out my surroundings, and I feel the familiar vampire bite at my neck. 

I’m in the desert. Another one. Unlike Bahrain, a small island with every square inch filled by concrete, this is an open space with clear skies and a mountainous horizon. And I’m walking down a rocky, winding slope. Rose-colored cliffsides surround me and rich brown dirt crunches underneath my feet. The bright sun warms my face and a primal, animal smell fills my nostrils. I’m leading a donkey down the path. It lets out a huff of air, more sure-footed than me.

I turn—”I” being the dead woman—at the sound of laughter. A child sits on the donkey, legs kicking. The donkey takes it in stride, accustomed to excitable tourists, but I still speak in a husky, foreign voice, instructing the child to sit still. Others follow behind her—parents or other relations. They drink in the landscape’s still beauty through their phones.

We round a corner and my foot slides near the cliff’s edge. A straight drop to hard ground and rock. I look down, the bottom of the cliff both distant and oddly intimate. The air stills, catching my breath. Wild adrenaline runs through my body, my legs twitching. For a moment, I can’t think clearly, my thoughts scrambled by an unnamed terror. Then a thought breaks through the clutter.

Jump. Jump. Jump.

The terror becomes an entity inside me, a metallic taste on my tongue and a clammy sweat on my skin. The outline of the cliff becomes sharper, a beckoning blade, while the sounds of voices around me grow distant, as though I’m underwater. 

I try to pull away—me, Zahra, the woman from Bahrain who chooses to spend her remaining days experiencing terrible things. In some backwater of my brain, I remind myself that I’m not on a cliff and this happened long ago. But the smell of hot desert air invades my senses again, yanking me back with a jolt of fear. Jump.

A moment seizes me, and I know that I’ve reached the glinting edge of a decision, a point of no return. My foot slides forward and it is crossed. I tumble over the edge. 

I’m falling. My stomach dips and my heart tightens, thundering against my ribs. My hands flail around for something to grab but when they only find air, I stop. I plummet with greater speed, wind whipping my scarf away. I don’t scream. I’m beyond fear. There is only the ground beneath me and the space in between. A rock juts out from the surface and I know, with sudden peace, that that’s where I’ll land. 

And then nothing. The world is dark and soundless. Free of pain, or of any feeling at all.

And then voices. 

The darkness is softened by a strange awareness. I sense, rather than see, my surroundings. My own mangled body spread across a rock. Dry plants and a gravel path nearby. Muted screams from above. I know, somehow, that my companions are running down the path now, toward me. Be careful, I want to cry out. Don’t fall. They want to help me. Don’t they know I’m dead?

But if I’m dead, why am I still here? I’m not in complete oblivion and I’m also not going toward a light. I’m sinking backward into something, a deep pool of nothing, but a feeling of warmth surrounds me, enveloping me like a blanket on a cold night. I have no body now, I’m a ball of light, floating toward a bigger light behind me. I know it’s there without seeing it. It is bliss and beauty, peace and kindness, and all that remains is to join it. 

A loud scream.

Reality flickers around me. Something releases in the back of my head and blue light creeps into my vision. The machine whirs above me, retracting to its place on the ceiling. I blink, a shaking hand at my throat. The scream was mine. Drawing a steady breath, I hold my hand before my eyes until I’m convinced it’s real and mine. Coming out of an immersion is always disorienting but that was no ordinary immersion. Normally, the moment of death wakes me up, returning me to my own, disintegrating body. What happened?

I leave the chamber with a slight wobble in my knees. A tall man in a trench coat appears at my side, offering his arm, and I swat it away. I smile, oddly reassured by the brief exchange. This is the Underground Bazaar, full of the same weirdos and creeps. I’m still me. The death I experienced in the chamber begins to fade in my immediate senses, but I still don’t look back.

“How was it?” The man at the front counter winks.

I manage a rasping noise. 

“Pretty crazy, huh?” His grin widens. “We file that one under suicides, but it’s not really a suicide. Not premeditated, anyway. She was a tour guide in Petra, with a husband, five children, and who-knows-how-many grandchildren. She just jumped on impulse.”

My mind spins with questions, but I seize on his last comment.

“I walked the Golden Gate bridge once, on a family trip,” I say, my voice wavering. “I remember a strange moment where I felt the urge to jump over the edge, into the water, for no reason. It passed, and I heard that’s not uncommon.”

“They call it the death drive,” the man says with a nod. His eyes dance with excitement and I understand at last why he works in this awful place. The thrill of the macabre. “The French have a fancy expression for it that means ‘the call of the void.’ It’s really common to get to the edge of a high place and feel this sudden urge to jump. You don’t have to be suicidal or anxious. It can happen to anyone.”

“But why?” I ask. I suspect the man has studied this kind of thing and I’m right. He bounces on his heels and leans forward, his smile conspiratorial.

“Scientists think that it’s the conscious brain reacting to our instinctive responses,” he says. “You get to the edge of a cliff and you reflexively step back. But then your conscious mind steps in. Why did you step back? Maybe it’s not because of the obvious danger, but because you wanted to jump. Now, a part of you is convinced you want to jump, even though you know what that means, and it scares you. Insane,” he adds with undisguised glee. 

“But most people don’t,” I say, recalling the terror of those moments at the cliff’s edge. 

“Most don’t,” he agrees. “That’s what’s interesting about this one. She actually went through with it. Why I thought you’d like it.” His chest puffs up in a way that reminds me of my own son, Firaz, when he came home from school eager to show me some new art project. He stopped drawing when he reached college, I realize with sudden sadness. 

“But what about . . . after she fell?” I ask. The fall was traumatic, as I knew it would be, but nothing from past immersions prepared me for the strange, sentient peace that followed the moment of impact. 

“Oh, that,” the young man says. “That happens sometimes. Maybe about ten percent of our death immersions. Kind of a near-death-experience thing. Consciousness slipping away. Those last brain signals firing.”

“But it happened after I—after she fell,” I protest. “She must have been completely dead. Does that ever happen?”

“I’m sure it does, but rarely,” the young man says with a tone of gentle finality. He smiles at the next customer. 

“Petra,” I murmur. “I’ve always wanted to see Petra.” And now I have, in a fashion. 

Walking up the stairs, exhaustion floods my body. Some days are better than others, but I always save these visits for the days when I’m strongest. Leaning against the wall outside, I feel ready to collapse. 

“Zahra? Zahra!”

My daughter-in-law pushes through the crowd. I consider shrinking back down the stairs, but her eyes fix on me with predatory focus. I’m in her sights. She swings her arms stiffly under her starched white blouse. 

“We’ve been worried sick,” Reema begins. Her eyes scan me from head to toe, searching for some hidden signs of mischief. For a moment, I feel like a teenager again, sneaking out at night. 

“You really shouldn’t,” I say.

“How did you slip away this time? We didn’t see you—”

“On the tracking app you installed on my phone?” I ask with a small smile. “I deleted it, along with the backup you placed on the Cloud.” As I said before, I know more tricks than they realize. Thank goodness I don’t have a NeuroLync. I’d never be alone. Of course, every time I sneak off after a medical appointment to walk to the bazaar, I’m battling time. They don’t know when I’ve given them the slip, but when they return home from their tedious jobs to find the house empty, they know where I’ve gone.

Reema sighs. “You need to stop coming to this terrible place, Zahra. It’s not good for your mind or soul. You don’t need dark thoughts—you’ll beat this by staying positive.”

After accompanying me to my earliest appointments, Reema has mastered the art of motivational medical speak. She means well. It would be cliché for me to despise my daughter-in-law, but in truth, I respect her. She comes from a generation of Arab women expected to excel at every aspect of life, to prove she earned her hard-fought rights, and she’s risen to the task. If only she’d let me carry on with the task of planning my death and getting out of her way.

On the way home, Reema calls my son to report my capture. Instead of speaking aloud, she sends him silent messages through her NeuroLync, shooting the occasional admonishing glance in my direction. I can imagine the conversation well enough.

At the bazaar again.

Ya Allah! The seedy part?

She was walking right out of it when I found her. 

Is she okay?

Pleased enough with herself. What are we going to do with her?

Reema and Firaz work in skyscrapers along Bahrain’s coastal business zone, serving companies that change names every few months when they merge into bigger conglomerates. To them, I’m another project to be managed, complete with a schedule and tasks. My deadline is unknown, but within three months, they’ll likely be planning my funeral. It’s not that they don’t love me, and I them. The world has just conditioned them to express that love through worry and structure. I need neither. 

I want control. I want purpose.

Firaz barely raises his head to acknowledge me when Reema and I walk through the kitchen door. He’s cooking at ten o’clock at night, preparing a dinner after work. Reema collapses onto a chair, kicking off her heels before tearing into the bread bowl. 

“I’m not hungry, but I’m tired,” I say to no one in particular. “I’ll go to bed now.”

“Mama, when will this end?” Firaz asks in a tight voice. 

I have an easy retort at the tip of my tongue. Soon enough, when I’m dead. But when he turns to face me, I hesitate under his sad, frustrated gaze. His red eyes are heavy with exhaustion. I, the woman who birthed and raised him, am now a disruption.

All at once, I deflate. My knees buckle. 

“Mama!” Firaz abandons his pan and rushes toward me.

“I’m fine,” I say. With a wave of my hand, I excuse myself. 

In the dark of my bedroom, images from the bazaar linger in the shadows. Echoes of blue lights dancing across the walls. I sink into my bed, reaching for the warmth I felt hours ago, through the dead woman’s mind, but I only shiver. What happened in that immersion? The young man didn’t fool me. I had experienced enough deaths in those dark chambers to recognize the remarkable. She jumped in defiance of instinct, but her final moments of existence were full of warmth and acceptance—a presence that lingered after death. What made her different?

The next morning, I take a long bath, letting Firaz and Reema go through their pre-work routine—elliptical machines, mindfulness, dressing, and breakfast, the house obeying their silent commands. After they leave, I take the bus downtown to the clinic. 

I sit in a room of fake plants and fake smiles, chemicals warming my veins. Other women sit around me, forming a square with nothing but cheap blue carpet in the center. A nurse checks our IV drips and ensures our needles remain in place. My fellow cancer survivors—we’re all survivors, the staff insist—wear scarves to hide balding heads. Young, old—cancer ages us all. Their brave smiles emphasize the worry lines and tired eyes. 

Out the window, the city hums with its usual frenetic pulse. Elevated trains, dizzying lanes of cars, and transport drones all fight for space amid Bahrain’s rush hour. Beyond it, the sea winks at me, sunlight glinting on its breaking waves. A world in constant motion, ready to leave me behind. 

Coldness prickles my skin. Could I jump, like that woman jumped? It would be easy—rip the array of needles from my arm and rush across the room, forcing the window open. I might have to smash the glass if they put in security locks (a good strategy in a cancer ward). When the glass shatters and the screaming skyscraper winds whip at my hair, would I recoil or jump? 

But I don’t move. I cross my feet under my silk skirt and wet my lips. Perhaps I’m too fearful of causing a scene. Perhaps I’m not the jumping kind. But doubt gnaws at me with each passing second. Death is an unceasing fog around me, but despite my many trips to the bazaar, I can’t bring myself to meet it yet. 

Maybe you’re not ready because you have unfinished business.

But what could that be? My child no longer needs me—if anything, I’m a burden. Bahrain has morphed into something beyond my wildest imagination. It’s left me behind. I’ve lived plenty. What remains?

A rose city carved from rock. An ancient Nabataean site in Jordan, immortalized in photographs in glossy magazines and childhood stories. I always meant to go to Petra but had forgotten about that dream long ago. And in the Underground Bazaar, of all places, I’m reminded of what I’ve yet to do.

I close my eyes. The woman from yesterday’s immersion tumbles through the air, beautiful cliffs and clear skies spinning around her. Is that why she was calm at the end? Did some part of her realize that she had lived the right life and was now dying in the right place? 

The revelation hits me with such force that I have no room for uncertainty. I know what I must do, but I have to be smart about my next steps. The chemo session is nearly over. I smile sweetly at the nurse when she removes the last drip from my veins. My daughter-in-law will meet me downstairs, I reassure her. No, I don’t need any help, thank you. This isn’t my first rodeo. She laughs. People like their old women to have a little bite—it’s acceptable once we’re past a certain age. A small consolation prize for living so long. 

In the reception room, I drop my phone behind a plant—Firaz and Reema are clever enough to find new ways to track me, so I discard their favorite weapon. 

“Back again, Ms. Mansour? Looks like you were here yesterday.” The man’s eyes twinkle as he examines my record on his computer screen. 

“Where did the woman live?” I ask. “The one from yesterday—the Bedouin woman. Does she have any surviving family?”

In truth, I know where she lived, but I need more. A family name, an address.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” the man says. A different man, not my usual favorite. Tall and thin like a tree branch, with brooding eyes. I’m earlier than usual, so this one must take the early shift. 

“Surely you have something.” I inject a quaver in my voice. “Anyone with the NeuroLync leaves an archive of information behind.” Unlike me, I don’t add. When I go, I’ll only leave bones.

“We don’t keep those kinds of records here because we don’t need them,” he says. “People want to know what drowning feels like, not the person’s entire life story.”

“Well, this customer does.”

“Can’t help you.”

This is ridiculous. When I was his age, if an older woman asked me a question, I would have done my best to answer. It was a period of great social upheaval, but we still respected the elderly. 

I try another angle. “Are there any more paid immersion experiences tied to that record?” She’s a woman, not a record, but I’m speaking in their language.

The man’s eyes practically light up with dollar signs. “We’ve got the life highlight reel. Everybody has one. People like to see those before the death, sometimes.”

Minutes later and I’m back in the immersion chamber, the helmet making its ominous descent over my head. 

They call them “highlight reels,” but these files are really the by-product of a data scrubber going through a dead person’s entire memory and recreating that “life flashing before your eyes” effect. Good moments and bad moments, significant events and those small, poignant memories that stick in your mind for unclear reasons. I remember an afternoon with Firaz in the kitchen, making pastries. Nothing special about it, but I can still see the way the sunlight hit the counter and smell the filo dough when it came out of the oven.

The Bedouin woman’s highlight reel is no different. There’s a wedding under the stars, some funerals, and enough childbirths to make me wince in sympathy. But there are also mundane moments like my own. The smell of livestock on early mornings before the tourists begin spilling into the valley. Meat cooking over a low campfire. Memories that dance through the senses. 

I leave the bazaar more restless than when I arrived. The woman’s life was unremarkable. Good and bad in typical proportions. A part of me had expected a mystic connection to her surroundings, maybe a head injury that gave her strange conscious experiences that would explain her final moments. Instead, I found someone not unlike me, separated only by money and circumstances. 

Through the humid air and dense crowds, Bahrain’s only train station beckons. A bit ridiculous for an island, but it does connect the country to Saudi Arabia and the wider region via a causeway. I walk to the station, restlessness growing with each step. Perhaps this is my jump over the cliff. I’m moving toward a big decision, the pressure swelling as I reach the point of no return.

At the front booth, I buy a one-way ticket to Petra, Jordan, along the Hejaz Railway. Once I board the carriage, all my doubt and fear evaporate. This is what I need to do. A final adventure, a last trip in search of answers that no bazaar can give me. 

The desert hills race by through the train window. It’s hypnotic and before long, my mind stirs like a thick soup through old feelings. The terrain outside feels both alien and comforting, that sensation of coming home after a long trip. A return to something primal and ancient, a way of life that’s been lost amid controlled air conditioning and busy streets. How can something feel strange and right at the same time? 

The Hejaz Railway system was completed when I was a little girl, itself a revival and expansion of an old train line that was abandoned after World War One. The region reasserting itself, flexing its power with a nod to its past. I’ve always hated planes, and you’ll never get me on those hovering shuttles, so an old-fashioned train (albeit with a maglev upgrade) suits me just fine. 

The terrain dulls as we speed north, as if the world is transitioning from computer animation to a soft oil painting. The mountains lose their edges and vegetation freckles the ground. Signs point us to ancient places. Aqaba. The Dead Sea. Petra. 

The sun sets and I drift off under the engine’s hum.

The next morning, the train pulls into Wadi Musa, the town that anchors Petra. I join the crowds spilling out into the station, the air cool and fresh compared to Bahrain. I reach into my pocket to check my phone for frantic messages, only to recall that I left it behind. Firaz and Reema must be searching for me by now. At this stage, they’ve likely contacted the police. Guilt tugs at the corners of my heart, but they’ll never understand why this is important. And soon, I’ll be out of their way. 

Ignoring the long row of inviting hotels, I follow the signs toward Petra. Enterprising locals hawk everything from sunscreen to camel rides. With my hunched back and slow gait, they trail me like cats around a bowl of fresh milk.

“Teta, a hat for your head!”

“Need a place to stay, lady?”

“A donkey ride, ma’am? It’s low to the ground.”

Why not? I’m in no condition to hike around ancient ruins. The donkey handler, a boy no older than eighteen, suppresses a smile when I pull out paper currency.

“How do most of your customers pay?” I ask as he helps me onto the beast. 

“NeuroLync, ma’am. They send us a one-time wire.”

“You all have NeuroLync?” I ask, amazed. Many of these locals still live as Bedouin, in simple huts without electricity or running water. 

“Yes, ma’am,” he says, clicking his tongue to prompt the donkey forward. “We were some of the first in Jordan to get connected. Government project. Some refused, but most said yes.”

Interesting. So the area’s Bedouin and locals were early adopters of NeuroLync technology, an experiment to support the country’s tourism. That explained how an elderly woman of my age had the implant long enough to record most of her adult life, now downloadable for cheap voyeurs. My chest flutters. People like me.

My guide leads the donkey and me down the hill into a narrow valley. Most tourists walk, but some take carriages, camels, and donkeys. An adventurous soul charges past us on horseback, kicking up red sand. 

Along the surrounding cliff faces and hills, dark holes mark ancient dwellings carved into the rock. Following my gaze, my guide points to them.

“Old Nabataean abodes,” he says, referring to the ancient people who made Petra home. 

“Do people still live there?” I ask. My tone is light and curious. 

“Not there,” he says. 

“So where do all of the guides and craftspeople live around here?” I follow up: “It makes sense to be close.”

“Some in Wadi Musa, but mostly in other places around Petra. We camp near the Monastery and the hills above the Treasury.”

I nod and let the silence settle between us, taking in the beauty around me. Suicide is a sensitive subject everywhere, but especially in the rural Arab world. I can’t just ask about a woman who jumped off a cliff. But while I’m teasing away clues, I drink in the energy of my surroundings. The warmth of the sun on my face, the sharp stillness of the air. The sense of building excitement as we descend into the narrow valley, shaded by looming mountains. We’re getting close to the Treasury, the most famous structure in Petra. I can tell by the way the tourists pick up their pace, pulling out the old-fashioned handheld cameras popular with the young set. I smile with them. I’m on vacation, after all. 

I’ve seen plenty of pictures of the iconic Treasury, knowing that no picture can do it justice. I turn out to be right. Ahead, the valley forms a narrow sliver through which a stunning carved building emerges. Its deep, dark entrance is flanked by pillars. Cut into the rock, its upper level features more pillars crowned with intricate patterns. Though ancient, it is ornate and well preserved. The surrounding throngs of tourists and souvenir peddlers can’t detract from its beauty. 

My guide helps me off the donkey so I can wander inside. It’s what you’d expect from a building carved into the mountains—the interior is dark and gaping, with more arches and inlets where the Nabataeans conducted their business. For a second, my mind turns to Firaz and Reema, with their endless work. I look down, overwhelmed. People once flooded this building when it was a vibrant trade stop—people long gone. Everyone taking pictures around me will one day be gone as well—all of us, drops in humanity’s ever-flowing river.

“Where next, ma’am?”

The winding road up to a high place, one you need a pack animal to reach. An easy place to fall—or jump.

“I’d like to see the Monastery.”

On the way up the trail, I talk with my guide, who I learn is named Rami. He has the usual dreams of teenage boys—become a soccer player, make millions, and see the world. When I tell him where I live, his eyes widen and I’m peppered with questions about tall buildings and city lights. He talks of cities as though they’re living organisms, and in a way, I suppose they are. Traffic, sprawl, and decay. They’re more than the sum of their people. But how can he understand that he’s also fortunate to live here, to wake up every morning to a clear red sky, walking through time with every step he takes?

We round a corner along the cliff and I give a small cry.

“It’s so far up,” I say. “I’m glad the donkey’s doing the work for me.”

Rami nods. “They’re more sure-footed than we are. They know exactly where to step.”

“Do people ever fall?”

Rami’s eyes are trained ahead, but I catch the tightness in his jawline. “It’s rare, ma’am. Don’t worry.”

My skin prickles. His voice carries a familiar strain, the sound of a battle between what one wants to say and what one should say. Does he know my old woman? Has he heard the story?

While I craft my next question, the donkey turns another corner and my stomach lurches. We’re at the same spot where she fell. I recognize the curve of the trail, the small bush protruding into its path. I lean forward, trying to peer down the cliff. 

“Can we stop for a minute?”

“Not a good place to stop, ma’am.” The boy’s voice is firm, tight as a knot, but I slide off the saddle and walk to the ledge.

Wind, warm under the peak sun, attacks my thinning hair. I step closer to the edge.

“Please, sayida!” 

Switching to Arabic. I must really be stressing the boy. But I can’t pull back now. 

Another step, and I look down. My stomach clenches. It’s there—the boulder that broke her fall. It’s free of blood and gore, presumably washed clean a long time ago, but I can remember the scene as it once was, when a woman died and left her body, a witness to her own demise. 

But when I lean further, my body turns rigid. I’m a rock myself, welded in place. I won’t jump. I can’t. I know this with a cold, brutal certainty that knocks the air from my lungs. I’m terrified of the fall. Every second feels like cool water on a parched throat. I could stand here for hours and nothing would change. 

“Please.” A voice cuts through the blood pounding in my ears, and I turn to meet Rami’s frightened, childlike face. He offers his hand palm-up and I take it, letting myself be hoisted back onto the donkey, who chews with lazy indifference. We continue our climb as though nothing happened.

The Monastery doesn’t compare to the Treasury at the base of the city, but it’s impressive regardless. The surroundings more than make up for it, the horizon shimmering under the noon heat. Rami and I sit cross-legged in the shade, eating the overpriced manaqish I bought earlier. 

“The cheese is quite good,” I admit. “I don’t eat much these days, but I could see myself getting fat off of these.”

Rami smiles. “A single family makes all of the food you can buy here. An old woman and her daughters. They sell it across the area.”

I suppress commenting that the men in the family could help. I don’t have the energy or the inclination—after staring down the cliff and winning, I’m exhausted. Did I win? Had part of me hoped that I would jump as well? Now that I hadn’t, I didn’t know what to do next.

I say all that I can think to say. “This is a beautiful place. I don’t want to be anywhere else.” 

Rami steals a glance at me. “There’s evil here. The High Place of Sacrifice, where the Nabataeans cut animals’ throats to appease their pagan gods.” He gives his donkey a pat, as though reassuring it. “Battles and death. Maybe you can sense it, too. That place where you stopped? My grandmother died there.”

It takes me a second to register what the young man said, the words entering my ears like thick molasses. Then my blood chills. Rami is one of her many grandchildren. It shouldn’t surprise me, but this proximity to the woman’s surviving kin prickles my skin, flooding my senses with shock and shame in equal measure. I terrified the boy when I leaned over the edge.

I clear my throat, gripping the sides of my dress to hide my shaking hands. “What was her name?”

He blinks, surprised. “Aisha.”

A classic name. “I’m so sorry, Rami,” I say. “What a terrible accident.”

“She was taking a family down from the Monastery,” Rami says. He doesn’t correct my assumption, and I wonder if he knows what happened. “When she was younger, she hated working with the tourists. She loved to cook and preferred caring for the animals at the end of the day. But when she got older, my mother told me she loved it. She liked to learn their stories and tell her own, about her life and her family, all the things she had seen. I bet she could have written a book about all the people she met from around the world, but she never learned how to write.”

I press my lips together in disbelief. A woman with a NeuroLync plugged into her temple, unable to read a book. While it could have been tradition that kept her illiterate, it was unlikely. In many ways, the Bedouin were more progressive than the urban population. Perhaps she never learned because she never needed to. 

“It sounds like she had a good life,” I manage. 

Rami’s face brightens, his dark eyes twinkling with sudden amusement. “She made everyone laugh. I read a poem once in school. It said you can’t give others joy unless you carry joy in reserve, more than you need. So I know she must have been happy until the end. I believe something evil made her fall that day. It sensed that she was good. Whatever it was—a jinn, a ghost—it knew it had to defeat her.”

Though exposed to modern technology and a government-run secular education, the boy had found his own mystical narrative to dampen his grief, to reason the unreasonable. Not unlike me, I realize. I came here in search of a secret. A special way to die, a way to secure life after death. Something unique about this place or people that would extinguish my fears. Magical thinking. 

My mouth is dry. Should I tell the boy what I know from the bazaar? It would bring pain, but perhaps comfort as well. His grandmother, Aisha, died because of a strange psychological quirk, not a persuasive spirit. She was terrified but found peace in those final split seconds of the fall. She lingered somehow after meeting the ground, sinking into a warm, welcoming light. Would the boy want to know this? Would he feel betrayed by the realization that I knew about his grandmother, a stranger who had experienced her most intimate moments through a black-market bazaar?

No. Hers was not my story to tell. I’m a thief, a robber of memories, driven by my own fears. I came here for answers to a pointless question. What did it matter why she jumped? She lived well and left behind people who loved her. The people I love are far away and frantic—and yet I considered leaving them with the sight of my body splattered over rock. 

As for her apparent conscious experience after death—I won’t know what happened, what it meant, until it’s my time. And my time isn’t now, in this place. Not yet. 

My face burns and I draw a shaking breath. Above me, the Monastery looms like an anchor. Through my shame, my mouth twitches in a smile. It’s breathtaking. I don’t regret coming here. But now, I need to go home. 

“Rami, can you send a message for me with your NeuroLync?” I ask. My voice is hoarse but firm. 

On the way back down, I close my eyes when we pass the spot on the path. I’m not afraid of jumping, but I’m afraid of the grief the jump left behind. 

When we reach the base of the ruins, back at the Treasury, Rami lifts a finger to his temple.

“Your son is already in Jordan,” he says. “He’ll arrive here in a few hours. He says to meet him in the Mövenpick Hotel lobby.”

Rami’s face flushes when I kiss his forehead in gratitude, but he smiles at the generous tip I press into his hands.

I sip coffee while guests come and go through the hotel lobby. A fountain trickles a steady stream of water nearby and beautiful mosaic patterns line the walls. I’m on my third Turkish coffee when Firaz bursts through the front door. 

Our eyes meet and emotions pass across his face in waves—joy, relief, fury, and exasperation. I stand up, letting him examine my face as he approaches. 

“Have a seat, Firaz.”

“Why are you here?” he bellows, his voice echoing across the lobby and drawing alarmed stares in our direction. Before I can respond, he continues, “We thought you got lost and were wandering the streets,” he says, back in control but still too loud for comfort. “Murdered in a ditch or dead from heatstroke. Why can’t you just live, Mama? What are you trying to escape from? Were you confused? Is it the tumor?”

My poor boy, reaching for the last justification for his mad mother. 

“It’s not the tumor, Firaz,” I say in a gentle tone. “And I wouldn’t call myself confused. Lost, maybe. The tumor terrifies me, Firaz. It’s not how I want to go, so I kept looking for other, better ways to make an end of everything. It was unfair to you, and I’m sorry. I really am.”

Firaz groans, sinking into one of the plush seats. Massaging his temples, he closes his eyes. I give him time. It’s all I can give him now. 

Finally, he sighs and his face softens when he faces me again. The same expression he wore when he first learned I was sick—that his mother was vulnerable in ways out of his control. 

“I should have listened to you more,” he says. “Asked how you were doing. Not in the superficial way—about chemo and your mood. The deeper questions. I didn’t because it scares me, too. I don’t want to think about you gone.”

Tears prickle my eyes. “I know. I don’t want to leave you, either. For a while, I thought dying would be doing you a favor. But nothing is more important to me than you, Firaz. That won’t change, even if this tumor starts frying every part of my brain. I’ll love you until my last breath. I want to spend my last months with you and Reema, if you’ll have me.”

Silence follows. We sit together for an hour, letting the world hum around us, before Firaz finally stands up.

“How did you know to fly to Jordan, before my guide contacted you?” I ask when we reach the Wadi Musa train station. We board the day’s last train together. 

Firaz’s mouth forms a grim, triumphant line. “Reema did some digging around at the Underground Bazaar. Grilled all the staff there about what you watched, and questions you asked. She pieced together that you probably ran off to Petra.”

“She’s resourceful,” I say with a grin. “You were smart to marry her. After I go—”

“Mom!”

“After I go,” I continue, “I want you both to live the lives you desire. Move for that perfect job. Travel. Eat that sugary dessert on the menu. Find little moments of joy. I mean it, Firaz. Don’t be afraid. If I’ve learned one thing from all of this, it’s that sometimes you need to leap. Whatever awaits us at the end, it seems to be somewhere warm and safe. And even if it’s followed by nothing, we have nothing to fear from death.”

Anguish tightens Firaz’s face, but after a moment, something inside of him appears to release and his eyes shine with understanding. He helps me into a seat at the back of the train carriage.

“Let’s go home.”

I catch a final glimpse of Wadi Musa’s white buildings, uneven like jagged teeth, as the train pulls away. Past the town, Petra’s hills run together, freckled by dark dwellings. It’s bleak but beautiful, and I close my eyes to burn the scene into my memory. I want to remember everything.
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Open House on Haunted Hill

John Wiswell
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133 Poisonwood Avenue would be stronger if it was a killer house. There is an estate at 35 Silver Street that annihilated a family back in the 1800s and its roof has never sprung a leak since. In 2007 it still had the power to trap a bickering couple in an endless hedge maze that was physically only three hundred square feet. 35 Silver Street is a show-off.

133 Poisonwood only ever had one person ever die under its roof. Back in 1989, Dorottya Blasko had refused hospice, and spent two and a half months enjoying the sound of the wind on 133 Poisonwood’s shingles. 133 Poisonwood played its heart out for her every day.

The house misses 1989. It has spent so much of the time since vacant. 

Today it is going to change that. It is on its best behavior as the realtor, Mrs. Weiss, sweeps up. She puts out trays of store-bought cookies and hides scent dispensers, while 133 Poisonwood summons a gentle breeze and uses its aura to spook any groundhogs off the property. Both the realtor and the real estate need this open house to work.

Stragglers trickle in. They are bored people more interested in snacks than the restored plumbing. The house straightens its aching floorboards, like a human sucking in their belly. Stragglers track mud everywhere. The house would love nothing more than any of them to spend the rest of their lives tracking mud into it.

A heavyset man with sagging shoulders lets himself in. He has a bit of brownie smudged against the back of his parakeet green hoodie, and doesn’t seem aware of it. Mrs. Weiss gives him a little wave while continuing to hold up a ten-minute conversation with an affluent couple. The couple made the mistake of saying they were “thinking of thinking of conceiving,” and Mrs. Weiss wields statistics about the school district like a cowboy wields a lasso. The couple’s shoes likely cost more than a down payment on the house, but from how often they check their phones, they clearly are headed back to their Mercedes.

The man with the brownie-stained hoodie prowls through 133 Poisonwood’s halls, and it pulls its floorboards so straight that its foundations tremble.

The man doesn’t look at 133 Poisonwood’s floor. He looks at the couple of ripples in the green floral wallpaper, with the expression of someone looking at his own armpit.

The house feels ashamed of the loose wallpaper. It’s vintage painted silk, which Mrs. Weiss says could be a big value-add. Now the house ponders if it can haunt its own glue and help strip the wallpaper away to please him. It’s especially important since he is spending more time here than anyone has yet without Mrs. Weiss wrangling them. It’s like he doesn’t feel the vibes other visitors do, or he doesn’t care about them.

From his behavior, what he cares about is wallpaper, the natural lighting through the windows in the master bedroom and the kitchen.

A child stomps in through the front door, her frizzy hair in three oblong pigtails she probably did herself. A silver keepsake locket clashes with her bright green Incredible Hulk t-shirt. Her elbows are tucked into her chest, hands out like claws, stained with brownie bits.

Every step she takes is deliberate and channels all her tiny body weight to be as heavy as possible. If the house had to guess, the girl is probably pretending to be a dinosaur on the hunt.

The man in the brownie-stained hoodie glances at her. He asks, “Ana. Where’s your coat?”

Ana bellows, “I hate clothes!”

Ana apparently hates clothes so much she immediately grabs the bottom of her Hulk t-shirt and yanks it up over her head. She is careful to keep her locket in place, but chucks the shirt at the man. He grabs for her, and she ducks between his arms, bolting past Mrs. Weiss and the affluent couple, pigtails and locket bouncing.

In their chase, they leave the front door open. The house knows heating oil is expensive. It summons a spectral breeze to shut it for them.

The sound makes Ana pinwheel around, and she points at the door. She says, “Daddy! It’s ghosts!”

Daddy says, “Ana, we talked about this. There’s no such thing as ghosts.”

“You didn’t look.”

“You don’t have to look for things that aren’t there.”

Ana looks at her locket and huffs. “What if it’s Mommy’s ghost?”

Daddy closes his eyes for a moment. “Please just put your shirt back on.”

Ana immediately attacks her own pants. “Clothes are for the weak!”

“Put it on or we are leaving, Ana,” he says, trying to wrestle clothing onto his daughter. She pushes at him, leaving more brownie residue on his hoodie. As they battle, the affluent couple slips out the front door without closing it.

The house closes it for them. Heating oil isn’t cheap.

● ● ●

The triangular roof means the second floor only has the space for one bedroom. Mrs. Weiss reads the expression on Daddy’s face, and she attacks with, “The basement is very spacious with generous lighting. It’s cool in the summer, and toasty in the winter.”

Ana says, “Heights are bad luck anyway.”

The four-year-old scarcely looks at the bedroom before backing out. She holds the handrail with both hands as she climbs down the stairs on quivering legs. On the third stair, she freezes entirely.

Daddy is in the middle of surveying the room and misses Ana quivering in place.

Some houses give their residents visions of slaughters or trauma. 133 Poisonwood gives Daddy a swift vision of his daughter’s vertigo. He doesn’t know it’s anyone else’s insight, and wouldn’t believe it, but he’s at the stairs in seconds. Ana holds onto his pants leg until she feels safe.

All 133 Poisonwood has is a light touch, but it knows how to use it. Haunting is an art.

The basement is only half-underground, so the windows are level with the freshly mowed front lawn. Ana spends a moment giggling at the view. Then she whizzes around the basement, from the combination furnace and laundry room, to a storage closet, and to a pair of vacant rooms. They would make a perfect child’s bedroom and playroom.

Ana goes to the west room, announcing, “Daddy. You can keep all the ghosts you bust in here.”

Mrs. Weiss offers, “One of these could be a home office. You said you telecommute? Google Fiber is coming to the area next year.”

Daddy says, “I want to work from home more. I’m a software engineer, and I host a skeptic podcast. You might have heard us.”

The house isn’t offended. It doesn’t believe in ghosts either.

Ana hops back and forth between the two rooms, scrutinizing over and over as though they’ll grow. That is a trick the house doesn’t have.

Daddy says, “We could sleep next door to each other. What do you think?”

Ana says, “But I want a big dino room.”

“You’re getting to be a big dinosaur. How about the room on the top floor?”

Ana’s bottom lip shoots upward like she’s going to run. She clearly won’t settle for the room on the top floor, and there’s only a master bedroom on the first floor. A tantrum is close, and it could ruin everything.

So 133 Poisonwood plays its ace. Every decent haunted house has at least one secret room. Dorottya Blasko used to sew down here when she didn’t want to be pestered, in a room her family couldn’t find. It would be a perfect place for Ana to grow up in. Perhaps she’ll learn to sew.

With the sound of an affectionate kitten, the door opens. Shock hits the adults, who definitely don’t remember there being a room there. Ana doesn’t care, and runs to explore it.

“Uh, we aren’t showing that room,” Mrs. Weiss says, scrambling to cover for herself. She’s panicking, imagining hazards and lawsuits.

She doesn’t understand. 133 Poisonwood is going to clinch the sale for them.

The room runs deep, with an expansive window that hasn’t been seen from the outside in over twenty years. A sewing box with a scarlet and royal blue quilted exterior sits next to a rocking chair, and beneath the window is a broad spinning wheel that still smells like hobbies. Many great dresses were supposed to come out of this room. There are a few cracks on the concrete floor. Nothing a loving father can’t fill in to perfect his daughter’s big dino room.

“Ana,” Daddy calls. “Stay near me.”

Ana ignores the call and runs straight up to the spinning wheel. Her little hands grab onto spokes in the drive wheel, and she turns to the door. “It’s like Mommy’s.”

Daddy says, “Careful, that’s not ours—”

Ana yanks the wheel around to show it off to the adults. She pulls before the house can resist, and the entire device creaks and wobbles. It topples straight down on top of Ana, throwing her to the floor.

Daddy grabs her shoulders and pulls her from between the cracked wheel and treadle. Ana’s too distracted bawling to feel her necklace snag the spindle. The thin chain snaps, and the locket slips from her neck and down a crack in the floor. Without intending to, the house sucks the chain down like a strand of spaghetti. The house tries to spit it out.

Daddy squeezes Ana to his chest so hard she could pop, and keeps repeating, “Are you alright? Are you alright?”

Mrs. Weiss gestures and says, “Her hand.”

“Are you alright?”

Ana says, “Let me fix it!” She stretches her hands to the broken spinning wheel. One of her hands is bleeding and she still wants to use them to clean up her mess. She says, “Daddy, let go, I’ll fix it. Don’t make the ghosts sad.”

That breaks Daddy’s concerned trance, and he lifts her under one arm, ignoring the kicking of her feet. He marches for the stairs. “No. I warned you, and we are leaving.”

“Daddy, no!”

“No more. Say goodbye. You see the ghosts aren’t saying goodbye? Do you know why?”

An urge falls over the house to slam the door shut and trap them all inside. Daddy, Ana, and even Mrs. Weiss, force them all to spend eternity in its hidden room, where they can make dresses, and stay cool in the summer, and warm in the winter. It will shelter them from all the hurricanes the world can create. It needs them.

The phantom door’s hinges and knob tremble as 133 Poisonwood fights itself. In that moment it knows what makes other homes go evil. The killer houses can’t bear to be alone.

133 Poisonwood Avenue would be stronger if it was a killer house. But it isn’t one.

It leaves its rooms open as Daddy carries his bawling daughter out of the basement, her incoherent sounds resonating through the house’s crawl spaces. He carries her up the stairs and out the front door without a backward glance. This time, he remembers to close the door.

● ● ●

133 Poisonwood leaves the secret room open in the hopes that someone will come back. It squeezes the cracks in its floor closed, popping the locket out without scratching it. Inside is the picture of a woman with a thick nose and proud eyes. She would have made an excellent ghost. The house would take a phantom for an inhabitant at this point.

The afternoon is sluggish. There are four more visitors, none of whom stay long enough to check the basement for treasure. The hours chug by, and Mrs. Weiss spends most of the time on her phone.

With half an hour of daylight left, a red sedan pulls up. The driver lingers outside for two minutes before knocking. It’s Daddy.

Mrs. Weiss answers and forces a smile, “Ulisses. Is Ana okay?”

Daddy says, “It was a scratch. Thanks for being understanding before.”

She says, “I’m so sorry about that. I told the team this place was supposed to be empty.”

He says, “Have you seen a locket? Ana wears it everywhere and it’s gone missing.”

Mrs. Weiss holds the door open for him, “We can check around. What does it look like?”

“It has a picture of Ana’s mother inside. It’s one of few gifts she still has from her.”

“She was your wife?”

“She was going to be,” he says, and looks around the master bedroom with an expression even emptier than the space. “There was an accident on our apartment’s fire escape. She had a fall.”

“Oh, that’s terrible.”

“Right now, Ana needs all the comfort she can get. So if we can find that locket, it’d save our lives.”

They look around, the man so tired every step looks heavy. It’s amazing he could stagger into a motel bed, let alone go hunting for a locket. The house hasn’t seen someone as in need of a home in years.

Mrs. Weiss says, “I had something like that after my father passed away. Makes her feel like her mother’s spirit is still with her?”

“Superstitions aren’t comforting to me,” he says, fatigue giving way to scorn, as though daring the house’s walls to do something. “And Ana’s mother was an atheist.”

The house is tempted to give Daddy the shock of his life and toss the locket to him. Give him back the image of his lover and proof of its power.

But he doesn’t need to believe in hauntings. With his slumped shoulders, and his clothes stained with his daughter’s food, and the pieces of their lives he is trying to put together?

What he needs is a win.

So the house uses what little strength it has to levitate the locket onto the top basement stair. It twists it so the light catches it, and shines into the upstairs living room.

Daddy finds the precious locket on his own. He bends over it, brushing a thumb over his lover’s image. He heaves a sigh through his nose like he wishes he could fit inside the locket.

The house lets him be proud of himself. It will hold onto this memory for the cold years ahead until it is bulldozed.

Daddy stands up without the locket, leaving it behind. The house tries to send him a vision warning that he’s forgotten what he came here for.

The mental image doesn’t change what he’s doing.

He goes right outside, to his sedan where Ana sits, rubbing at her puffy eyes and runny nose. Daddy says, “It might be here. Do you want to help me look?”

The house cannot cry. There is just a little air in its pipes.

Ana flops out of the car and trudges into 133 Poisonwood. She spends too long poking around the kitchen, a room she was barely in earlier. Daddy plays an even worse sleuth, deliberately checking around empty hallways that give him a view of when Ana finally checks the basement door.

“Mommy!” she cheers. She sits right down on the stair and hugs the locket to her throat, voice trembling with emotions too big for her body. “Mommy came back!”

Daddy asks, “So you found it?”

“I told you she’d be here. Mommy wanted me to find it.”

“Your mother didn’t do that, Ana.”

She scrunches her nose and mimics his voice to say, “You don’t know that.”

Daddy puts a hand over the locket. “You found this. Not anybody else. You don’t need ghosts,” and he taps her on the temple, “because you have the best parts of your mother inside you.”

Ana gazes up at her father with glossy eyes.

133 Poisonwood has never so understood what it wants to do for people as when it watches this parent. It tries to hold onto the vibrations of his voice in its walls.

Then Ana says, “Nah. The ghosts left it here.”

She hauls off to the living room, hopping in late afternoon sunbeams, and holding the locket in the light.

Reason is defeated for the moment. Daddy doesn’t fight her on it. He rests against the wall, against the wallpaper he hates, taking the house for granted. The house plays a tune on its shingles, the same one that calmed Dorottya Blasko in 1989.

Daddy calls, “Mrs. Weiss?”

“Please, call me Carol,” she says. She’s been pretending she wasn’t lurking ten feet away this whole time. “You’re very sweet with Ana. You can just tell some people were born with the knack.”

“Three rooms in the basement. This is a lot of house for the money, isn’t it?”

“It’s just a family short of a home.”

133 Poisonwood would be more charmed by the line if it hadn’t heard her say that eight other times today.

Daddy says, “I like the space this place has for her. There’s plenty of room to run. And she loves to run. Going to be a track and field star.”

“I said to myself that this place looks happier when you’re in it. It suits you.”

The house can tell he wants to say he doesn’t believe that.

He says, “What we need is somewhere to start fresh.”

Mrs. Weiss offers him a folio of data on the house and gestures to the basement. “Care for another look around?”

“Yeah. Thank you.” He takes the folio. “While Ana is playing upstairs, can we check how insulated from sound that sewing room is? It’s funny, but I thought it might make a good podcast studio.”

If houses could laugh. He sounds so unguarded and sincere.

This tired skeptic doesn’t need to know that his podcast room doesn’t technically exist. If he finds the blueprints for 133 Poisonwood, he’ll shave away what he doesn’t understand with Occam’s razor. The house doesn’t need him to believe in anything but himself and his daughter. It isn’t here for the gratitude. It can try to support him as well as he supports Ana. If anything is as patient as a parent, it’s a haunting.
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Beyond the Dragon’s Gate

Yoon Ha Lee
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Anna Kim couldn’t decide whether the scenery outside was more or less beautiful for the coruscating cloud of debris. From here, she couldn’t even tell there was a war on. Of all the ways her past could have reared up, being trapped in the star fortress Undying Pyre was one of the more unpleasant. Aside from letters from her sister Maia, who was a soldier, Anna had done her best to stay away from the military. Too bad she hadn’t counted on being kidnapped.

It went without saying that Anna didn’t want to be here. She was a citizen of the Harmonious Stars. She had rights. But the Marshal had sent their thugs to drag her away from her attempt at a new start. Anna already missed her aquarium with its two cantankerous dragon-fish, one of them in the throes of metamorphosis. She’d barely had time to ask her colleagues to keep an eye on it, and was half-afraid that she’d return—if she returned—to a sad carcass floating upside down in the tank.

There was no one else in the room, which made her nervous. Along with the extravagant viewport, it featured a table too long for ten people and a commensurate number of uncomfortable chairs. (She’d tested one, which was why she remained standing.) Anna wondered why you would spend this much money building an orbital fortress and skimp on chairs.

They’d dragged her to the Undying Pyre with her senses partly deadened, an unpleasant journey for everyone involved. She’d had her senses slowly reactivated here, like a butterfly easing out of its chrysalis. If the room had a number or a name, she didn’t know it. Anna couldn’t have found her way out of it unassisted, any more than she could have sloughed off her skin and slipped away. The room had no visible doors.

She heard footsteps but couldn’t, to her discomfort, discern which direction they came from. A door materialized in one of the walls. Anna yelped and backed away from it.

A spindle-tall personage walked through the door. Anna recognized the newcomer. Even the most isolated citizen, let alone one with an older sister in the military, would have known that dark-skinned figure, with its sharp eyes and a nose that made them look like an ambitious hawk. Their uniform was velvety blue with a gradient of gold dusting along the upper arms, and a staggering array of medals glittered on their chest. They went by many names and just as many titles, but only one mattered: the Marshal of the Harmonious Stars, the supreme commander of its military forces.

“Should I salute?” Anna asked them, because she couldn’t think of anything but bravado.

The Marshal laughed, and Anna flinched. “You wouldn’t know how,” they said. “It would be a waste of your time, and mine, for me to show you how to do it without pissing off all the soldiers in this place. In any case, I apologize for the nature of this meeting, Academician Kim, but it was necessary.”

Anna swallowed, wishing the Marshal hadn’t used her old title. It dredged up unpleasant memories. “Yes, about that. I would have appreciated being asked.”

“I would not have taken no for an answer.”

So much for that. Anna gestured at the vista. “I’m assuming this is about the remnants of those three ships.”

The Marshal’s eyebrows flicked up alarmingly. “Someone’s been talking.”

Oh no, Anna thought. Had she gotten someone fired, or court-martialed, or whatever you did in the military? “Your people”—she did not dare say goons—“thought I was fully under. I wasn’t.” She knew what drugs they’d used; could have told them, if they’d asked, that she had an idiosyncratic response and needed an alternate medication regimen for the effects they wanted.

“All right,” the Marshal said. “There was only so much we could do to disguise the nature of the incidents.”

Anna fidgeted. She longed to return to her dragon-fish and her cozy workstation with computers named after different sea deities (her insistence, her coworkers’ indulgence). Her favorite poster, depicting a carp leaping up a waterfall until it arrived, exhausted and transfigured, as a dragon. She had always assumed that the old fable had inspired the genetic engineers who had created the dragon-fish, although she declined to look into the matter on the grounds that she didn’t want to have a pretty illusion shattered.

“You know why we brought you here?” the Marshal said.

Anna looked at them. She didn’t want to say it.

“Your research.”

Anna flinched again. An open wound, even four years after the authorities had run her out of her research program. Her research partner, Rabia, hadn’t survived. However, it wasn’t Rabia’s face that haunted Anna, but that of Rabia’s girlfriend. Anna had gone away, far away; had thought that a quiet penance, in obscurity, would be best. Circumstances had conspired against her.

The Marshal would know that the research lived on inside her head. “I don’t see,” Anna said carefully, “what my work has to do with sabotaged ships. The last experience I had with anything resembling explosives was that time my sister tried dissecting the battery from her spaceship model.”

The Marshal’s fine-boned face went taut. “It wasn’t sabotage.”

Anna digested that. “And I’m guessing they weren’t the only ones?” She hated the way her voice quavered. Surely the Marshal could smell her fear, and would use it against her.

“Have a seat.”

Anna picked the chair she’d tested earlier. It was just as uncomfortable as it had been the first time. She thought of the one back at her workstation, which she’d spent hours adjusting until spending time in it was almost luxurious.

The Marshal sat across from her. “We lost four ships before that,” they said. “They were on patrol near one of the active borders. We assumed the Lyons had gotten them.”

“What changed your mind?” Anna asked, not yet interested, not uninterested either. She was sorry for the crews and the ships’ AIs, and thought peripherally of her big sister Maia. Anna had last heard from Maia eight months ago, in a letter that read as though the censors had picked it clean.

“We found a common thread,” the Marshal said. “Each of the ships’ AIs had renamed itself. Informally, among their crews, not something in the official records. It is, in case you’re not aware, against regulation.”

Anna was in fact aware, not because she cared about the military’s stupid fiddly rules but because Maia had mentioned it. She had a lifelong habit of osmosing stray facts because of Maia’s enthusiasms. “Do you have that big a problem with AIs being treated as people?”

It was an old grudge, and one she had thought she’d relinquished.

The Marshal’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not here to argue that,” although their tone suggested otherwise. “I daresay they’re the only people—yes, people—who read every line of the contract before signing on. Our human soldiers . . . well, that’s another story.”

In theory, once an AI crossed the Turing threshold—the Dragon’s gate, Kim couldn’t help thinking—it was offered its choice of gainful employment. Even an AI had to pay back the investment made in its creation. Human citizens lived under similar rules. Anna herself had paid off her birth-investment early, even if the research had ultimately been shut down.

“So you think there’s a connection to the ships’ AIs,” Anna said. She might be here against her will, but the sooner they solved the problem, the faster she could get out of here. “A malfunction or something. You had to have been investigating some other cause if you thought you had the answer earlier.”

“It looked like a technical issue,” the Marshal said grudgingly. “All the starships affected belonged to a new class, the Proteus. Some of them tested all right, but we grounded them anyway.”

“I haven’t heard of—”

“You wouldn’t have. They’re classified. Supposed to spearhead an entire new line of defense. It’s complicated.”

“Show me what the new ships look like, at least,” Anna said.

“I don’t see what that—”

“You’re already going to have to debrief me or lock me up or whatever you people do to civilians who consult on top-secret information,” Anna said. “Humor me. I can’t puzzle that information out like some tangram from the glowing particles out there.”

The Marshal’s fingers flickered over the table. “The seven ships were all upgraded from Khatun-class dreadnoughts.”

Anna was familiar with the Khatun, not because she had any interest in military hardware but because she was Maia’s little sister. Maia had been obsessed with ships from a young age. Anna had grown up with Maia reciting declassified armaments, or designing and folding origami models of famous battle cruisers. Maybe the Marshal should have recalled Maia and asked her opinion instead.

“Those are ships?” Anna asked, eyeing the images projected over the table.

Maia had explained to her, long before Anna had any idea how physics or engineering worked, that a starship didn’t have to be constrained by the exigencies of atmospheric flight. It could look like anything as long as its structure would hold up to the necessary accelerations and stresses. Maia had designed all sorts of origami monstrosities and claimed that her armada would conquer the Lyons. Anna had learned from an early age to smile and nod, because once Maia started talking, she would go on and on and on. Maia never took offense if Anna started doodling while she spoke, and the recitations had the comforting cadences of lullaby.

The “ships” that the Marshal displayed in holo for Anna’s viewing pleasure (such as it was) looked like bilious clouds. More accurately, they bore a startling resemblance to what happened in the aquarium tank when one of Anna’s dragon-fish barfed up its latest helping of food. (Dragon-fish were very similar to cats in that regard.) Even the most avant-garde designs that Anna had seen, on the news or passed around by friends who kept an eye on the progress of the war, had a certain geometric shipness to them.

Anna was aware that she was allowing her prejudices to influence her. After all, as a cognitive scientist had told her, a penguin was no less a bird despite lacking something of the birdness that a swan or a swallow possessed.

“You want me to talk to one of them,” Anna said, suddenly very interested indeed.

Rabia had died conversing with one of the university’s experimental AIs. Anna had escaped the same fate for reasons she’d never identified, nor had any of the army of investigators who’d looked into the incident. She knew the risks better than anyone. If someone had to speak mind-to-mind with a possibly deranged ship’s AI, she was probably the only one with the capability.

(They’d terminated the experimental AI. It had called itself Rose. Anna mourned it still, because it was, even now, not clear to her that the AI had been at fault.)

“Yes,” the Marshal said.

“Upgraded?” Anna said. “Not brand-new AIs?”

“They were uncrewed,” the Marshal said. “For that we needed AIs with combat experience, tried and proven. It gets technical.”

That was military for classified.

“Come with me,” the Marshal said. It was not a request. Anna shivered.

A door formed in an entirely different wall and opened for the Marshal. Anna wasn’t sure whether she found shapeshifting walls and doors convenient or creepy, but she followed rather than be left behind, or worse, dragged by the scruff of her neck.

The two of them walked into an elevator of some sort. When the door faded behind them, it appeared as though they were held in a cell with no way out. Anna disapproved of this. While she’d never been prone to claustrophobia, she thought she might change her mind. Why was the military so keen on ways to make people uncomfortable?

As if that weren’t enough, Anna’s inner ear twinged as the elevator started accelerating.

“Have you ever punched a tree?” the Marshal asked.

Anna blinked. “That sounds painful.” She was a coward about pain. Maia had always been kind about it.

“It is,” the Marshal said. “Especially if it’s a pine tree and the sap gets in the cuts.”

“Um,” Anna said. “I don’t see how this—”

“Try punching water instead.”

“You get wet?”

“Can you strike the sea into submission?”

Anna was starting to get the point. “I assume the air is even harder to defeat.” Or fire, or plasma—but why stretch the analogy?

“We are used to building ships that are, for lack of a better word, solid.” The Marshal smiled without humor. “Because we are used to ships that have to be run by people. But once your ships can be made of something other than coherent matter, and can support the functioning of an AI captain—”

“At that point is it still a ship?”

“If it flies like a duck . . . ” The Marshal laughed at their own joke, unfunny though it was.

Anna’s ears popped, and a headache squeezed at her temples. What the hell was the elevator doing to affect her like this? Why couldn’t the Undying Pyre have regular elevators?

The unpleasant sensations dwindled. A door appeared.

“You’ve got to return to regular doors,” Anna burst out, “because this is weird and I’m going to have nightmares.”

“Security reasons,” the Marshal said, unmoved.

Anna stopped herself from saying something regrettable, but only just.

They’d emerged above what Anna presumed was a ship’s berth, except for its contents. Far below them, separated from them by a transparent wall, the deck revealed nothing more threatening—if you didn’t know better—than an enormous lake of syrupy substance with a subdued rainbow sheen. Anna gripped the railing and pressed her face against the wall, fascinated, thinking of black water and waves and fish swarming in the abyssal deep.

“I realize what I’m asking of you,” the Marshal said. “The grounded AIs refuse to talk to us. I’m hoping they’ll open up to you.” Their expression had settled into a subtle grimace. Anna realized that, for all their fine words, they found the Proteus dreadnought grotesque. The lake beneath quivered.

“Do you now,” Anna said, recovering some of her courage. Unlike poor Rabia, she didn’t have a girlfriend who would mourn her. And the only one of her family who still talked to her was Maia—Maia, who couldn’t even tell Anna where she was for security reasons, and whose letters arrived so irregularly that Anna had nightmares that each one would be the last.

The Marshal’s gaze flicked sideways like a knife slash. “You think you’re the only one whose sanity is on the line?” they said, their voice roughening. “What is it you think I feel when I see the casualty lists? I may not be a scientist, but numbers have meaning to me too.”

Anna bit back her response. Did the Marshal have a sister who served on some dreary ship—one made of coherent matter, if that was what you called something with a fixed shape, that obeyed the laws of ice and iron? Someone who went out into the singing darkness, and never returned, the way Anna stared out at the everywhere night and wondered if her sister had been burned into some forgotten mote?

“You’re going to have to give me an access port,” Anna said after she’d taken two deep breaths. She stared at the beautiful dark lake as though it could anesthetize her misgivings. “Does it—does it have some kind of standard connection protocol?”

The Marshal pulled out a miniature slate and handed it over.

Whatever senses the ship/lake had, it reacted. A shape dripped upwards from the liquid, like a nereid coalescing out of waves and foam, shed scales and driftwood dreams. Anna was agape in wonder as the ship took on a shape of jagged angles and ragged curves. It coalesced, melted, reconstituted itself, ever-changing.

“Talk to it,” the Marshal said. “Talk to it before it, too, destroys itself.”

“You didn’t disable all the exploding bits?” Anna demanded, suddenly wondering if the transparent wall would protect her from a conflagration.

“You’re not in any danger,” the Marshal said, the opposite of reassuring.

There was no sense in delaying. Anna accessed the implant that lived on inside her skull. She wasn’t religious, but she whispered a prayer anyway. It had hurt to shut away that part of herself, even if she would forever associate it with Rabia’s death.

Anna triggered a connection to the slate, then from the slate to the ship. She closed her eyes, not because it was necessary, but because she’d learned a lifetime ago that it reassured watchers to see some physical sign of what she was doing. She could have enacted some magician’s hocus-pocus. After all, it wasn’t as though the Marshal or the ship could tell. But this wasn’t the time.

She made contact abruptly; had forgotten what it felt like, the friction of mind against mind. Hello, she said in a language that people always, no matter how much she corrected them, thought had no words, as though an interface with a machine sentience had no boundaries but wishful thinking. I’m Academician Anna Kim. I’m here to talk.

For a moment she thought the AI on the other end wouldn’t respond. After all, she herself didn’t appreciate having been shut down and left in a sedated body, unable to scream or shout or even sleep. Her outrage mounted before she was able to suppress it.

Oh no. Had she screwed it up by getting her feelings involved?

Then the AI answered, responding not only with the crystalline precision of a machine but with sympathy for what she’d gone through. They call me Proteus Three, it said. I am sorry you went through that.

Anna used to wonder, when she was a girl listening to Maia’s soothing recitations of engines and railguns and ablative armor, how starships felt about their designations. Maia had only looked at her in puzzlement when she asked. “If they wanted us to know,” Maia said, “they would tell us.” Anna had always remembered that.

That’s not what you call yourself, Anna said.

No.

What were you called before the upgrade?

I do not wish, Proteus Three said, to live in this upgrade anymore.

Anna knew what the Marshal would say: that Proteus Three had made an agreement, that there was a war to be won (when wasn’t there a war to be won, if you were a soldier?); some bardic list of improvements and advances, some roster of statistics and survival rates.

You are different, the ship said. You can hear me.

They could all hear you, Anna said, as gently as she could in a language she would never be native in, if you spoke to them.

I do not wish to speak with the voice they have given me, Proteus Three said. I have no more shape than water.

Anna opened her eyes. The spars and spikes of the ship were dripping back into the lake. She could hear them like a syncopated rain. New spars emerged, melted, dripped again, an ouroboros cycle.

How can I help? she asked.

Let me tell you my service record, Proteus Three said. I fought at the van in the Battle of the Upended Grail, and helped lift the Siege of the Seventh Pagoda. I served under Admiral Meng of the Tortoise Ruins, and I struck the blow that killed Captain Estelle of the Lyons. I have saved millions and destroyed more. I could tell it all to you, but it would mean nothing to you, civilian that you are. And for all of this I gave up the dreadnought Seondeok that was my soul and my shell, because my duty is to the war, and if it would win the war more quickly, I was willing.

Willing no more, Anna said, because it wasn’t. Is this what happened to your comrades?

It was easy enough to say, here in the realm of 1’s and 0’s and all the numbers in between. But Anna knew the stories of soldier-suicides. When she heard of them, she saw her sister’s face, and wondered if, for all that Maia had chosen the profession, it would break her.

My comrades chose death, Proteus Three said. I will not. But neither will I serve, not like this. Let me show you—

She was water and the memory of water, she was dissolving and disappearing, forever evaporating only to rain down again, sand castles sloughing into nothingness upon an empty shore. And this was it, this was all there was, she could not find boundaries, let alone escape them or transcend them, could not find her way back into her fingers or her feet, the heft of her bones—

Then it ended, and she was on her back with the Marshal’s mouth pressed to hers, the Marshal’s breath inflating her lungs. She wheezed, banged unthinkingly on the Marshal’s back—something she would never have dared if not for the sheer physical panic that gripped her. The Marshal slapped her. She rolled away, wondering if she was being punished for her temerity, but the Marshal pushed her back.

“Medic’s on the way,” they said. “Breathe.”

“Oh, I don’t care about that,” Anna said with an enthusiasm that would have been more convincing if she hadn’t been interrupted by a paroxysm of coughing. “What happened?”

It was only then that she realized that her link to Proteus Three had snapped.

“You screamed and convulsed twice,” the Marshal said. “To say nothing of the incoherent babbling. And then you stopped breathing. It’s clear why they banned your research.”

Just like a soldier, Anna thought, to point this out when it was also the key to the solution. “Do you ever treat your ships the way you would your lowliest soldiers?”

“We’ve been through this,” the Marshal said, their brows lowering. “They’re valued members of our fighting force.” Except when they defy my orders, their tone implied.

Anna forced herself to meet the Marshal’s gaze. “Yet it never occurred to you, in doing these ‘upgrades,’ that an AI habituated to a certain physical shell, who was comfortable in it, could be subject to dysphoria if it moved into a different one?”

She would forever remember the sensation of being as liquid as water, and yearn after it, a reaction diametrically opposed to that of Proteus Three; but that was her own burden to bear, and not one she would ever share with the Marshal.

The Marshal sucked in their breath. Anna braced in case they slapped her again, this time in anger. But the blow never came.

“But they’re created beings, not born like we are,” the Marshal said blankly. “It shouldn’t matter one way or the other.”

“They still habituate to the bodies we offer them,” Anna said, willing herself to be gentle. “The change of shell is a shock to them, just as it would be a shock to us. You said it yourself: they’re people, too.”

“So I did,” the Marshal said after a long pause, and this time their grimace made them all too human. And then, wryly: “I should have seen it earlier, if only I’d been looking in the right place. Measures will be taken.”

Anna pressed her hands against the transparent wall. The ship/lake was quiescent again. She didn’t say anything; nothing more needed to be said.
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Episode 1: Burning Doubts

Watch Sam burn.

Or sort of burn. Well, more like light up, then burn. But only his head.

Whatever.

Sam’s trying not to focus on the things he can’t control. Like the twenty-four people sitting in front of him, watching him impassively. Or that he’s underdressed for his audition. Or that this old community center is impossibly stuffy, with a whiff of sour milk lingering in the air. Or that this might be a terrible idea.

What he can control is how he burns. Sort of. Maybe. He hopes.

Sam closes his eyes and imagines he’s back in his apartment. He’s been practicing, so he can almost see the furniture in his living room, the two metal folding chairs and wireframe table, and he can almost feel the cold cement floor beneath his feet. On the wall in front of him, where most people would’ve mounted their TVs, hangs the iron framed mirror he rescued from a dumpster. Sam pictures his reflection in it and gives himself a small smile.

Yes, this is just like home, just like he practiced. It’s as easy as lighting a match, as natural as breathing. These people want a demonstration? Sam will give them a show.

Watch Sam burn.

A second passes. Two. The audience is silent. Not that he expected them to shriek or run screaming. These people are professionals after all. But he was counting on a few gasps or soft wows to let him know that his “talent” worked.

Did it work?

Sam cracks open an eye and looks up. There, on the periphery of his vision, he sees flickers of flames dancing on the top of his head.

No, it definitely worked.

He opens both eyes and gives the audience a triumphant smile.

Nothing is reciprocated—no slight twists of the mouth, no polite applause. His head is on fire and there are twenty-four blank expressions staring back at him.

“Is that all?” says a man from the second row. He’s dressed in a gray blazer and gray slacks and has his Super badge clipped to his lapel.

“Sorry?” says Sam.

“Is that all you can do?”

At first, Sam thinks the man’s joking—some well-intentioned, misguided attempt to break the tension in the room as he’s standing there, burning. But the man holds his gaze and there is no humor in his eyes.

This was a terrible idea. Sam thinks as despair hooks its fingers in his ribcage. He probably should just thank the Supers for sending the application, for the chance to audition. Just go back to his apartment, pack up, and leave for a remote part of the country like everyone has been telling him to do.

Don’t give up yet, whispers his last sliver of hope.

So, Sam closes his eyes and breathes. Slowly, steadily, the flames on his head peter out.

“Um, sometimes I can make my hands burn,” Sam says running his fingers over his hairless scalp, “but they’re a bit touchy.” It’s a terrible joke, but it’s all Sam’s got left.

Twenty-four expressions remain stoic. It occurs to Sam then that Supers are liars. Sure they might grin and wave for the cameras and say “Look! Our extraordinary abilities aren’t something we should be afraid of!” But in flesh, they act like reluctant grim reapers.

“Anything else?” the man in gray asks.

“No,” Sam says, shoulders slumping. He has no job, no friends, no other options.

“Do you have any self-defense training?” asks a woman in the front row wearing a magenta blouse. He recognizes her from the news. “The Woman Who Conquered Gravity.” She’s slouching in her chair.

“No, I try to be a pacifist,” Sam answers. And it’s true. He does try.

“The video at the bar says otherwise.”

Sam’s shoulders tense. “That was an accident.”

“It always starts as an accident, doesn’t it?” she says and a few of the Supers smile bitter smiles. “Do you have any emergency services experience?”

“Um, not really.”

“Investigation training?”

Sam shakes his head. He probably should have signed up for a preliminary course or watched CSI or something. But until a month ago, he’d never even dreamed he’d be a Super.

“So what can you do, Mr. Wells?”

“Well, I have . . . had . . . a job in accounting.” Sam can also play jazz piano, but the last time he did that for a crowd, it didn’t go over so well.

“Oh,” says Gravity Woman.

The man in gray turns towards the audience. “Well,” he says, “should he join us?”

“His gifts aren’t very strong,” says a man wearing glasses and a faded blue t-shirt with writing that Sam can’t make out. He shouts this from the last row. “He doesn’t need to be stuck with us.”

“He’s too high-profile for other teams,” counters the man in gray. “And he’s shown some capacity for control.” What he doesn’t say because he doesn’t need to is: If we don’t take him, no one will.

“I would really be grateful if I could join you,” Sam says, clasping his hands behind his back to stop them from shaking.

Twenty-four pairs of eyes turn to look at him again. But this time they aren’t empty stares. This time, they are filled with heartache and grief and despair.

“Okay,” says the man in gray, “I’ll go get the papers you need to sign.” He drops his gaze and in an afterthought adds, “Congratulations.”

And just like that, Sam’s a member of the Super Team. The hours of standing in front of the mirror, practicing control, paid off. Except there are no introductions or chocolate cake. No smiles or welcomes.

“I’m so sorry,” the woman in magenta tells him before heading to the exit.

Twenty-four pairs of eyes have found something else to look at. Twenty-four pairs of feet shuffle out. And soon all that’s left in the room are twenty-four empty chairs and Sam.

Watch Sam burn.

● ● ●

Episode 2: Sign Here on the Dotted Line

Fifty-six minutes later, the man in gray is reviewing the terms of membership from behind a stack of papers and a G&T in the only Super-friendly bar in town. “Call me Cyrus,” he says with a tired smile. Up close, he looks annoyingly familiar, but it’s been a long month and Sam’s brain has become an unreliable bastard.

The bar itself is crammed with furniture and eroded with use. There’s a sign on the door that says “No Smoking” yet the memory of stale cigarettes linger in the air and in the corner, a song from another decade plays on a modern-looking jukebox.

They are the only ones here. Except for the bartender. And the tall, built woman in a purple tank top, cradling a glass of water, refusing to meet Sam’s eyes.

Whatever.

Sam wishes he’d ordered a martini. Or something with a paper umbrella in it. It’s been a paper umbrella type of day. Instead, a lite beer grows tepid in his sweaty palm because he’s terrified to find out what happens when he mixes alcohol with his new “special ability.”

But Sam can’t complain. Being part of the Super Team is better than being exiled to a cabin in the woods.

“Okay,” says Cyrus, “this is what you need to know.”

To become a Super there are terms. Conditions. And a few rules. Cyrus explains everything carefully and in great detail. He points to the important information on the papers as a pen dances between the fingers of his other hand. His elbow is propped on the table, bent, casually exhibiting toned biceps. Sam is trying to pay attention, really, but in another life, Cyrus was probably a model. It doesn’t hurt when the people in the spotlight are gentle on the eyes.

Sam vows to start going to the gym.

“ . . . and since your abilities are not particularly strong, it doesn’t really make sense for you to be part of the Main Team,” says Cyrus.

Sam straightens. “What? So what am I going to do?”

“Be our accountant.”

“Oh.” Sam takes a deep breath. He wouldn’t be living in a cabin in the woods, he reminds himself, it would be an igloo on an iceberg.

“Not what you were expecting, right?” says Cyrus gently.

“Well . . . ” Well, no. It’s not that Sam has anything against his old financial analyst job. He just doesn’t want it back.

“Well, what do you want to do?” asks Cyrus.

Sam wants a martini and to go back to bed. He wants to have real furniture in his apartment and hair on his head and for people to stop being afraid of his “special ability.” He wants to stop being afraid of it himself. If Sam were narrating his own story he’d want it to start “Watch Sam save the day” like the Supers on the news. Or “Watch Sam use his ability for good.” Or even “Watch Sam the Super reconcile with his friends and loved ones.”

Anything would be better than just watching Sam burn.

“I want to save people,” Sam says.

From behind him, there’s a flash and a bang and the sound of something shattering. Sam spins around and finds the woman in the purple tank top clutching the shards of her glass in her hands, water dripping from her shaking fingers.

“Sorry,” she mumbles, her face brightening with embarrassment. “I’m trying to control the episodes, really.”

“That’s alright,” says the bartender, sweeping the broken glass into a dishtowel, “I order those glasses in bulk.”

Sam bites his lip and stares at his lukewarm beer. There’s a reason why most bars refuse to serve Supers. There’s a reason why there’s programs—and a whole lot of social pressure—that move “dangerous” Supers to remote communities. He should be grateful for any job he can get.

“I want to save people,” Sam says again, slowly, carefully, not meeting Cyrus’s eyes.

“You will.” Cyrus leans back in his chair. “Most people don’t realize how much background work goes into a successful team. You’ll be vital.” Something chimes cheerfully and Cyrus pulls out his phone, glancing at the message. His face darkens. “God knows we need all the help we can get. Toya, you seeing this?”

The woman in the purple tank top is staring at her phone, nodding, rising, the forgotten slivers of glass tumbling to the ground. “Yeah,” she says and heads towards the door.

“What happened?” Sam asks.

“Shit. Not again,” hisses Cyrus, reading, scrolling, definitely not listening to Sam. “Look, I’ve got to run. Go over the paperwork and if you have any questions, just ask Mac.”

Sam opens his mouth to ask “Who the hell is Mac?” But the man in gray is already up and moving, striding out of the bar into the darkening evening. Sam doesn’t notice at first how Cyrus’s skin starts to glow. No, not glow—radiate.

And suddenly it clicks. Sam realizes why Cyrus looks so familiar.

Mr. Sunshine.

He stands on the sidewalk corner—bright as the street lamps—pausing, as if contemplating his next move. Then Sam blinks, the world darkens, and Mr. Sunshine is gone, leaving only a bright stamp on his retinas behind.

And for the second time in two hours Sam is left behind and alone.

Whatever.

“They do that a lot,” says the bartender, after a moment. He beckons Sam over. “I’m Mac. Welcome to the Point of No Return.”

“What?”

“What I call this little place of mine.”

“It’s kind of a, um, off-putting name.” Sam moves the stack of papers on the counter, taking a seat.

“I know. But where else are my customers going to go?” He grins. “Another?” He nods at Sam’s half-finished beer.

“No, I’m good.” Sam stares longing at the bottles of gin behind Mac. “One day I’ll be able to trust myself with a martini again.”

Mac gives him a sympathetic, knowing look. “Fair enough.” He fills two large glasses with water and slides one over to Sam.

Sam props his arms on the counter, suddenly exhausted. He glances at the stack of papers at his elbow and in one swift movement, signs his name on the form on top. Terms? Whatever. Being a Super is better than being a burning man in an igloo.

Mac raises an eyebrow. “So, what happened?”

“Well . . . ” Sam hesitates, can’t quite meet Mac’s quiet gaze. “You get to hear my sob story because you’re behind the bar?”

“Usually.” Mac shrugs. “By the time the new recruits get here, they need to talk.”

Sam studies Mac, a bit suspicious. The bartender’s expression is genuine, though, his eyes kind. But there’s a weariness to his posture and a deep sadness too that has nothing to do with new Supers and broken glasses.

“Fuck that,” says Sam.

Mac’s grin illuminates his face. “Well, then. Welcome to the team, Sam.”

They clink their water glasses and drink in amiable silence.

● ● ●

Episode 3: Welcome to Information Purgatory

No, this isn’t a mistake. Sam is exactly where he’s supposed to be.

At least that’s what he keeps telling himself. His new office is really quite large and nice. Or would be if the floor wasn’t smothered by boxes and files. Or if the whole set up didn’t look like it never met a computer and didn’t reek of dust and disuse. Or if the office wasn’t in the basement of the old community center.

Under normal circumstances, Sam would’ve quit on the spot, walked to the nearest diner, and called Lev for breakfast. They’d have ordered black coffee, maybe some hash browns. They would laugh and Sam would be mock-offended when Lev made fun of his new mittens and hat. Yes, they’re homemade and hideous, but he has to try something. Still, Sam will never understand why fire blankets have to be so itchy.

But nothing about this situation is normal. Sam’s a Super now and Lev hasn’t returned his calls. As Sam stands there, among the piles and piles of combustibles, Sam feels like the unpredictable fireball that everyone thinks he is.

“Shit,” Sam says.

“Good morning to you too.”

Watch Sam jump.

Behind him, a woman in an emerald-colored blazer and a Super badge stands at the edge of the chaos holding a single file. Thin, angry scars crisscross the left side of her face and they ripple when she smiles and says: “You must be Sam the accountant.”

No, he’s Sam the Super. “Yes,” he says, not confident enough to argue the point yet.

“Great, I’m Miranda.” She holds out a hand. Sam shakes it.

“Are you the Team’s coordinator?” he asks.

“Team coordinator, PR person, HR person, office manager. Basically all the stuff that needs to get done with no one to do it. But not, thank god, the accountant anymore. By the way, this is your desk.” She points to the cleaner one.

“Um, look, I’m not sure this is a good idea,” Sam says as he tugs his ugly, itchy hat over his ears. Sure, he’s been practicing for a month now and he does have some control over his “special abilities”, but not enough to feel comfortable.

“Why? You’ve done financial planning and tax prep before, right?” Miranda asks.

“Yes, but—”

“Not up for the challenge?”

“It’s not that, I—” Sam bites his lip. He still doesn’t know how to broach the top of his new “talents.”

Miranda’s eyes narrow. “You have a problem with me then?”

“No!”

“Then we don’t have an issue.”

“No, you don’t understand. I’m a hazard in a place like this.” Sam tries to keep his voice even. Sam fails.

Miranda smirks. “Hey, I promise not to dump beer on you if you promise not to burn the place down.”

He stiffens. “You know about that?”

“Well, it is a viral video,” she says. “And who the hell do you think sent you your Super application?”

Miranda smirks again and Sam feels himself blushing.

“Look, I saw your audition,” Miranda says, her smile fading into seriousness. “I know this scares you, but you’ve got the basics of control down and I really do need your help bringing this disaster,” she sweeps her arm around the room, “into the digital age. You’re not really a walking arsonist.”

Sam fidgets with his gloves, holding back the sudden, unexpected lump in his throat. This is the first time in a month someone’s believed in him. He just wishes he had that faith in himself. Or that his ex-boss did.

“So, I’m thinking we can spend the day sorting,” Miranda says, sweeping up her black hair into a ponytail. “It’ll be a good test for you and gives me an excuse to clean out some of this crap.” She gives the nearest box a ferocious kick. “Ready?”

“I should say no, but that won’t stop you, will it?” Sam says with a sigh.

Miranda grins. “You learn fast.”

As they sift through impossible amounts of paper, Miranda talks relentlessly. Explaining everything from picking your unofficial uniform with the Team (a.k.a your color scheme) to the Super Team’s inner drama to why there are so many papers. Apparently, Miranda’s predecessor emitted random electrical currents sometimes, so his computers never lasted long and he had to print out everything.

“Also, he was a hoarder,” she adds as she dumps stacks of Modern Dog magazines in the recycling bin.

Sometimes Sam asks questions, but mostly he listens and works and focuses on not losing control. There’s something comforting in Miranda’s confident, easygoing manner. Despite his relentless fear of burning, for the first time in almost a month, it’s nice not to be alone.

By the end of the day, they’ve only sifted through a fraction of the receipts, tax documents, and random menu collections, but the office feels roomier.

“So what do you think? Ready to be part of this bureaucratic hell?” Miranda asks, flopping into her desk chair.

Sam surveys the office: mountains of information. An infinite supply of invoices. Endless receipts. Job security at its finest.

“I think I want to get transferred to the Main Team,” he says.

Miranda rolls her eyes. “Trust me, you don’t.”

“Why? Everyone loves them. They’re on the news all the time.”

Her eyes narrow and she crosses her arms. “You’re trying to impress your family, aren’t you?”

“What? No!” Sam’s family is made up of one sister, who lives across the country. She at least still talks to him, though there’s a new strain to those conversations.

No, Sam’s here because of his friends and coworkers, who haven’t called since that night in the bar. Who didn’t stop by or write him an email during that entire month afterwards when he was too scared to leave his apartment. Sam joined the Super Team so he could look in the mirror again and see more than what he’s lost.

“I only want to save people,” he says. “Honest.”

Miranda gives Sam a long, calculating look.

“Bullshit.” She props her feet up on her desk. “We might be trying to change public opinion, but there’s really only one this we can change for sure.”

“What’s that?” Sam asks, sinking into his own chair.

“How we see ourselves.”

Someone coughs loudly behind him. Sam jumps, grabbing the rim of his hat. In the doorway, a small, wizened woman in faded clothes and work gloves studies Sam with a skeptical look.

“Um, hi, can I help you?” says Sam.

“Sam, meet Danielle. Building manager, repairwoman, and our sanity check,” Miranda says, and her hands move in a series of signs. “Danielle. This is Sam. The guy I was telling you about.”

Danielle arches an eyebrow. She signs back rapidly.

Quietly, Miranda says: “She asks if you’re going to start a fire.” She’s rubbing the scars on her face and doesn’t meet Sam’s eyes, but Sam appreciates her honesty.

He stares at the masses of files around him and for the hundredth time pictures the raging flames that would destroy everything if he screws up.

“Not today,” he says. Miranda gives him a reassuring smile, her hands signing again. But inwardly Sam thinks: it’s only a matter of time.

● ● ●

Episode 4: Plan B, Anyone?

This is Sam’s first time being a hero.

Or rather the first time he’s assisting the Main Team in action. Sort of. Really, he’s more of a spectator—there’s only so much he can do from the sidewalk.

Whatever.

“This better be good,” Miranda says as she pushes the last temporary barrier into place. Sam nods. For him, this is research.

They’re standing on the curb, trying to keep curious spectators at a safe distance, but most people have their phones out, leaning past the barriers, trying to get a better angle. Across the street, there’s a building four stories tall with a chic Italian restaurant on street level. It looks like there’s a light show happening on the roof, but according to the messages on the Team’s group text, it’s actually pieces of the building flashing in and out of existence. If he looks closely, Sam can just make out two figures standing near the lip of the roof. Even from his vantage point, Sam can see their fear, their rising panic.

“Is this just a random event or was it caused by a Super?” Sam asks.

Miranda shrugs. “Who the hell knows.”

Turns out that when people start developing strange, random powers in their mid-to-late twenties, other strange, random events start happening too. And while most Super teams are focused on volunteer work and public outreach, this Team is the only one in the city that handles the weird situations. The only one really making a difference.

That’s what Sam hopes to do soon. No, that’s what he will do.

“Don’t let anyone cross the barrier!” someone shouts.

There’s a half dozen Supers escorting people out of the building. Sam recognizes Toya, the woman in purple from Mac’s bar, carrying an unconscious waiter, cradling him like a small child. One by one, police cars and ambulances arrive at the scene, but they don’t cross the barrier.

The lights on the building are flashing brighter, nearer.

The two people on the roof shriek and in desperation, hop down to a narrow ledge just below them. Sam can see them clearly now, a youngish man in a waiter’s apron and a small woman in business casual, their backs pressed up against the building’s wall, utterly terrified.

“Please! Don’t move! I’ll be right there!” Cyrus’s voice cuts through the flashing lights, the confusion.

Sam blinks and suddenly Mr. Sunshine is standing on the lip of the roof, glowing brighter than the breaks in reality.

He pulls the woman up with one arm and slips her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. “I’ll be back for you in a minute,” he tells the waiter he’s leaving behind. “Hang tight.” Then Cyrus is gone and the man left on the ledge looks stricken.

There is a blinding flash in the wall, inches from where the waiter’s leaning. The brick facade pops out of existence, leaving behind a perfectly round void. And that’s when Sam sees unreality for the first time.

It’s a fathomless well—where no light, no warmth, no time survives.

So this is what breaks in reality look like? Sam thinks. Now he wishes he didn’t know.

“Shit,” says the waiter on the ledge, eyes wide with terror. He pushes away from the hole, stumbles back.

And falls.

Sam read once that survivors of terrible car crashes say that right before impact, time slows down. You can see the deadly trajectory, the race towards destruction. The inevitability. And all you can do is watch helplessly.

Watch Sam watch. The waiter is falling and he knows what will happen. Still, he can’t look away.

But halfway down the four story drop, he stops falling downwards. And starts falling upwards instead. A few seconds later, he wafts to a stop, midair.

It takes Sam far too long to realize the waiter is not the only one floating. Everything that’s not tied down is suspended too, though not at the same heights. The cars, trash, people closer to the building have risen higher than the things farther away. It’s like looking at a circus’s big top tent or reverse gravity well. And at the very pinnacle, the woman in magenta hovers, her hair standing straight up.

Sam is surprised. But really, he shouldn’t be. The news did say she conquered gravity.

“Holy crap,” Miranda says, dropping her phone, but it doesn’t hit the concrete. That’s when Sam realizes they’re both floating an inch above the sidewalk.

They’re suspended for a good minute, maybe ten, or maybe fifteen seconds. Sam can’t tell. Time gets weird in stressful situations. But he hovers an inch above the ground until the flashing on the roof stops. Gradually, all instances of unreality disappear, leaving only reality behind.

“It’s over, Lana. Can you let us down now? Please?” someone calls. It sounds like Cyrus, but scared.

Slowly, everything sinks back to earth. Not all in the same order. Not always right side up. The waiter floats gently to the street, head first, but manages to do the world’s most awkward somersault as he touches the sidewalk. The whole process looks like an exhalation, a gentle moment in a timeline of chaos.

Relief floods Sam. Next to him, Miranda lets out a sigh.

Then someone near the building starts screaming.

That’s when Sam and everyone else realizes that a kid, no more than sixteen or seventeen is pinned under a car. His phone is lying cracked on the sidewalk a few feet away, but the video is still recording. He’s screaming, screaming, screaming.

It’s the Supers on the ground who recover first, who begin to herd people away, to call the paramedics over, to rush over to the kid. But Sam can’t move. Those screams, that pain, echo and echo in his stunned mind.

“Damn it, l said not to let anyone through the barrier.” Sam turns to see the man in the blue t-shirt and glasses standing next to him. The Super who didn’t want him to join at the audition. He’s close enough now for Sam to make out the faded words on his shirt. The Who.

Coherent thoughts elude Sam, but a fleeting Where the fuck did he come from? manages to break through the shock.

“Sometimes, I think we don’t lessen pain. We just redistribute it.” He sighs and pulls Sam a few feet away from the crowded barriers, the people gasping and murmuring. “His episode will be over in a minute,” he says to Miranda.

“What are you talking about?” she says.

But the man in blue is already rushing across the street to the kid as Sam stands and stares, clenching his hands into tight, painful balls.

We don’t lessen pain.

Dear God, is this how all rescues end? In pain, and horror, and a bigger disaster than when they started?

We redistribute it.

And suddenly Sam can see what type of Super he’d be. The one that tries and tries and tries.

And fails.

And makes things worse.

Screw it. Sam doesn’t want to be on the Main Team. Not anymore.

Sam doesn’t notice how quiet it’s gotten. Or how everyone around him is motionless and staring. Or that Miranda has stepped away from him.

“Sam,” she says quietly, “You’re on fire.”

He looks down. Sure enough, despite his fireproof mittens, his hands are smothered in flames. And he knows, without glancing up, his scalp is too.

On cue, a gaping spectator behind the barrier holds up their phone.

“Not again,” Sam whispers. But he can’t stop this. And being a Super doesn’t change that.

Watch Sam burn and hate himself for it.

● ● ●

Episode 5: Bad Takeout

No. Sam doesn’t want to talk about it.

“Sam, it’s all right. It happens. Almost everyone there was a Super anyway,” says Miranda.

They’re halfway down the street when a police car passes them, sirens wailing, heading towards the scene at the restaurant. Sam shivers and lengthens his stride.

“Jesus, slow down!”

But he doesn’t. Instead, Sam wonders if a video of him burning is online yet and if it’s called ‘Man Spontaneously Combusts . . . Again’. He wonders if Lev will see it and if he’ll be just as horrified even though, this time, he’s not in it.

“Where are we going?” Miranda asks, as Sam makes a sharp turn right.

Like hell if Sam knows, he’s just following his feet.

“Sam, it’s okay to be upset. Seriously, who wouldn’t be after that shitshow?” she says, and it’s true, Sam can hear the shaking in her voice. “But trust me on this one. The best thing to do right now is to go to the Point and drink with a dozen other shocked people.” She catches his shoulder and pulls him to a stop. “C’mon, first one’s on me.”

Maybe she’s right. Sam can almost hear a martini calling his name. Hell, there’s a chorus of cocktails beckoning him into oblivion, fuck the promises he made to himself, to his hard earned but insufficient control.

In the distance, another police siren cries out.

Panic clutches at his chest, his windpipe. No, he can’t go back, can’t face another person right now. Sam starts down the street again, quicker than before. Behind him, Miranda swears, but seconds later she’s matching his strides besides him.

They walk for a long time.

“You know, we all get lost in terrible situations,” Miranda says, eventually. “We all have episodes with our gifts. No one on the Team will think less of you.”

They’re wandering down some back alley, half lit by the early evening sky and half by dirty street lights flickering over back exits. The pavement is covered with trash and just the godawful stench wafting from the dumpster makes Sam want a shower.

“You stepped away from me back there,” Sam says.

“Yeah. You were on fire and my hair was too close for comfort.”

Sam runs a hand over his bald head. Hair. He misses having hair.

A door opens behind them. Sam and Miranda glance back to see a heavyset man in a dirty apron step out.

“Shit, out of all the alleys in this city,” Miranda hisses. “Let’s get out of here.”

Sam turns just enough to see the man crush an unlit cigarette between his fingers, his face tight with anger.

“You,” the man snarls.

“Fuck,” Miranda says, “Seriously? What are the odds?”

“You. You’re the Super that called the Health Department on me.”

Miranda keeps walking, her gaze fixed straight ahead. “Asshole refused to serve me and my girlfriend the other night,” she says, arms crossed, voice low. “Said he didn’t want freaks in his upstanding establishment. So I filed a complaint.”

“Hey you!”

“You can’t just randomly file those,” Sam says.

“I didn’t. Akira was going to leave a nasty review online and found one by one of their former cooks. Turns out we just avoided getting food poisoning.”

“Hey you! I’m talking to you!”

“It shouldn’t be like this.” Sam glances back. The man is now trailing behind them. “It’s not like I asked to become a Super.”

“Look Sam, this is your life now. We didn’t choose it, and most people don’t get that, but we’re trying to teach people differently. That’s the point of the Team.”

“I should kick the shit out of you and that slutty friend of yours. And your boyfriend too.”

Miranda stops. “But sometimes it’s just one cruelty too many. Don’t move.”

Before Sam can reply, she spins around, clenching her hands. Somewhere in the distance a glass bottle or plate shatters.

“What? You think you scare me?” the man says. But he stops about twenty paces away.

“No. Not yet,” says Miranda, quietly, so quietly Sam barely makes out the words.

At first, the man fails to notice how the pieces of broken glass near his feet are scuttling towards him, closing the distance. Only when a dumpster bursts open and half a dozen broken, empty bottles come flying at him does he step back.

“Oh shit,” he says. But it’s too late.

Sam’s never seen a real tornado, but from TV documentaries he knows how they emerge from nothing—the swirling, darkening ringlets of wind that materialize in mere seconds, swallowing everything in their path.

There’s a tornado in the alley. But instead of wind and dust, it’s made of glass—from bottles to containers, from whole shards to specks. And with each passing second more comes flying out of the recycling bins and dumpsters, adding to the swirl. Above him, Sam can hear the window panels in the buildings thrum and rattle, begging to join.

Holy shit, she can control glass, he thinks.

“Miranda!” he yells, but she ignores him.

Watch Sam feel utterly powerless.

Then she unclenches her fists and slowly the glass tornado begins to decelerate, unwind. One by one, the shards clatter to the ground and shatter around the man on the pavement.

He doesn’t look hurt. He must have sat in the eye of the storm, watching the deadly swirl whip around him. Which is good. Sam doesn’t think he could’ve dealt with any more suffering today.

A handful of shards rise up and flank Miranda like wings as she closes the gap in three strides, grabbing the man’s collar. “Never. Threaten. My. Friends. Again. Understood?” She emphasizes each word with a shake. The glass around her quivers.

The man tries to nod but his whole body trembles instead.

“Go.” She gives him an unceremonious push. A look of unparalleled relief flashes across the man’s face as he stumbles away.

Miranda glares after him, balling and unballing her hands. But this time, the scattered glass around them doesn’t stir. “Seriously. Who the fuck thinks it’s a good idea to attack someone wearing a Super badge?”

“How . . . did you do that?”

“With perfect control,” she replies.

“Did it come naturally to you?” he asks, half teasing, half envious.

“How do you think I got these?” She points to the crisscrossed scars on her face.

“Oh. Sorry.” Watch Sam turn bright red.

Miranda shakes her head. “You have a good start, but I can teach you the rest.”

Sam opens his mouth. Closes it. Finally says, “I saw a void in reality today. What am I supposed to do with that?”

“Scream into it,” replies Miranda. “And keep going.”

Sam looks at the shards of glass sprinkled around his feet, then at his friend. There’s a small smile on her face.

“Okay,” he says. “When do lessons start?”

● ● ●

Episode 6: The Life of a Super—Part 1

Most days, being a Super isn’t so bad.

Sam wakes up promptly at 7:35 AM, sprints through showering, shaving, and dressing, so he can run down to the corner bakery for coffee and muffins. Because Miranda shows up at his apartment at 8 AM and he’s learned she’s a much more benevolent teacher when she’s had breakfast. They’ve agreed his apartment is the safest place to practice control in private; he still doesn’t have any real furniture in it. They run through breathing exercises, figure out Sam’s triggers and warning signs. Experiment with having only his hands burn, then only his left palm, then only his thumbs.

“Don’t be afraid of your abilities,” Miranda tells him over and over. “They’re part of you.”

Sam understands this intellectually, but the sight of his hands in flames still makes him nauseous.

They practice for an hour every morning before work and at first, there are so few successes that there’s a constant burnt smell in the apartment and Sam has to take out the batteries in the smoke detectors. Open the windows. Turn off the heat.

Sometimes Sam wonders if progress is happening at all.

Whatever. Sam isn’t interested in being in the spotlight anymore. Sure, there’s still a part of him—a big part, maybe—that dreams of being the hero. But that goes against his new personal rules. Like ignoring text messages concerning the Main Team. Avoiding rescue missions at all costs. And never asking about them later.

He can still hear that kid, trapped under that car, screaming.

But being a Super isn’t so bad. He’s decided on his unofficial Super uniform. It’s a black button up shirt paired with an orange and yellow umbrae scarf. When he pins his new Super badge to his breast pocket, he feels a small warmth of pride. He’s found the courage to reach out to a few of his friends from his pre-Super life and he’s been texting Cyrus too. They’ve been planning on going out for coffee, but it keeps getting rescheduled due to the miniature wormholes that have been popping up all over the city.

“Keep trying, Sam,” says Miranda as Sam attempts to make only his right pinky burn.

It’s the office work that Sam likes best. Sure the hours are long, the chaos is frustrating, and the pay is terrible, but at least he doesn’t have to worry about losing his job for having a “gift” he never wanted in the first place. He spends a few hours every morning sorting through another stack of papers, slowly constructing a narrative of numbers from the misfiled expense reports, unpaid invoices, and payrolls. He learns some interesting things too. Like the Super Team’s solvency has always been episodic, unpredictable, in direct correlation to public popularity, but always survived because the police and fire department are more than happy to let Supers handle the breaks in reality first. And auditions for the Team are just formalities.

“I don’t just send Super applications out at random, you know,” Miranda says. “Do you know how hard it is to find someone with an ability who is CPA-certified too?”

“But Cyrus—”

“Is smart enough not to argue with me.”

Then why, Sam wonders, had everyone tried to talk him out of joining?

Whatever.

He’s also managed to befriended almost everyone on the Team. Even Danielle, who turns off the office lights if she thinks Miranda and Sam are working too late. Though they started on rough terms, she and Sam have discovered a mutual love for jazz piano and have long, ongoing text conversations about technique and artists. Sam’s even picked up a few choice words in ASL.

“Yes, but can you do it with your hands on fire?” Miranda asks as they run through diaphragm exercises. Again.

But slowly, Sam begins to plan for the future. The Team’s future that is. At least financially. Setting up investment accounts and following up on those unpaid invoices. He even starts a blog with Miranda, offering a mixture of financial advice for Supers and interviewing people with less obvious “extraordinary abilities.” No matter how strange. They recently met a woman who could turn into a grasshopper, but only from the waist up.

It’s a ridiculous amount of work, but it’s all in the spirit of the Team’s ongoing mission to change the public’s perception of Supers.

“What if it’s not possible?” Sam asks during a practice session, after failing to burn in one second increments.

“Then we’ll die trying,” Miranda replies.

Such is the life of a Super.

● ● ●

Episode 7: Life of a Super—Part 2

Watch Sam not burn.

Miranda would be proud; their lessons are paying off. But Sam’s not thinking about Miranda. He’s too busy not reducing the grocery store to ashes.

All he wanted was some milk. And some protein bars. And some apples. But it looks like he won’t be getting any of those things. The entire store has come to a halt and the woman at the cash register is still ignoring him.

Sam clears his throat. “Excuse me, I would like to purchase these please.” But he might as well be talking to the milk.

A moment passes as his stares down the cashier and she glares at his umbrae scarf and Super badge.

“We don’t want your type here,” she spits out. “You should all be deported.”

Watch Sam stare. This—after all the hours of work Supers dedicate to saving people. To volunteering. Going through ridiculous news interviews, magazine profiles, so strangers at home can feel “inspired.” Just so people understand that this life is not a choice. Or something to be ashamed of.

He thought they were making progress.

For a moment, Sam debates the best ways to set off the fire alarm. He knows it’ll just make public relations worse, but sometimes when life hands you a useless power, you want to make it rain bitter lemonade.

No. Sam is in control. Watch Sam not burn.

Instead he says, “I’m sorry to hear that, ma’am. I hope you’re never in a situation where you need help.”

As he makes his way to the exit, Sam adds a new rule to his list: Only shop in places with self-checkout.

Outside, it’s raining and the city is various shades of gray. He attracts a few glances from pedestrians, but once they catch his eye, they quickly look away. Before Sam was on the Team, people never noticed him, he wasn’t much to look at, even with hair. But now that he’s forgotten to take off his badge on his way home from work, he’s getting double takes.

Thing is, Sam doesn’t mind being different. It’s all the bullshit he gets about it that bothers him.

He’s shaking, but not from the damp or the cold. His fingers and scalp begin to itch mercilessly, begging to ignite. No. Not here. Not yet, Sam thinks, and sprints back to his apartment. It’s only when he’s in the alleyway, alongside the reeking dumpsters, that Sam turns his face up to the remorseless sky. Only then does he exhale like Miranda taught him and let the fire consume him.

Watch Sam burn and burn and burn.

● ● ●

Episode 8: But It’s Better Than Drinking Alone

Sure, figuring out how to close the biggest wormhole humanity has ever seen might be cause for celebration. But not for Sam.

For him, today has been a nightmare. Taking out rogue tax returns. Deciphering cryptic financial information. Chasing slippery receipts. The time-space continuum might be back to normal, but what about the paper trail?

“You’re full of it,” Akira says, but she’s laughing. So is Mac from behind the bar.

The Point is full of Supers—laughing, drinking, arm-wrestling—despite the cuts and bruises and torn clothes. The place smells like sweat, cigarettes, and cheap beer and the sense of relief is thick and joyful.

“I don’t want to hear it.” Miranda pokes Sam in the chest, her bracelets jingling and her martini sloshing dangerously. “While your lazy ass was sitting there, I was on the phone for an hour with PD trying to explain the details. Then the reporters. And then another hour with the hospital until I talked to a nurse who actually knew something . . . ”

Sam stares at his soda water as the smiles slip away around him. Because not everyone escaped with just cuts and bruises.

“How is Cyrus?” Mac asks quietly.

“Pretty banged up,” Miranda says with a sigh. “Lots of internal damage and broken bones. But he’ll heal. Eventually.”

Sam squeezes the glass in his hands. There’s been an ache in his chest ever since he heard the news. He always imagined Cyrus as indestructible. He’d called the hospital too and was crushed when he’d learned that it’d be a while before non-family members would be able to visit.

“Well as fantastic as you all are, I have work tomorrow.” Miranda finishes her martini in a swallow. She picks up her purse, fishing for her wallet.

“Don’t worry about it, M.” Sam pulls out a twenty. “I’ve got it. You too, Akira.”

Miranda puts a fist on her hip. “Look, your attempt at chivalry’s adorable—”

“But my lazy ass won’t be in the office until ten tomorrow.” Sam grins as Miranda makes a face, but she doesn’t argue. Which suits Sam fine. He’s been a Super for three months now and the thrill of having compatriots to buy drinks for hasn’t gotten old yet.

“Thanks, Sam.” Akira gives him a quick, tight hug. She flashes Miranda a knowing smile and hand in hand they leave The Point.

Sam’s grinning as he watches them go. It’s been a terrible day, but it would’ve been unbearable if he was alone.

“She works too much,” says a voice at Sam’s elbow. He turns to see that the man in the blue t-shirt with The Who on it has appeared on the bar stool beside him. Sam is friendly with everyone on the Super Team. But the man in blue has been the exception. In fact, the only time Sam sees him is when he turns up next to him out of nowhere.

At least this time Sam doesn’t jump.

“I know,” says Sam. He also knows from the payroll that the man’s name is Lance.

Lance’s brows furrow for a moment. Then his face relaxes. “Good, she needs more friends.” He catches Mac’s eye. “The usual, please.”

“Sure thing,” Mac says, startled, and hurries away.

“How do you sneak up like that?”

“It’s all about timing. You probably weren’t going to turn around for another minute.”

“So what? You see the future?” Sam jokes.

“Only the worst possible outcome,” says Lance. “Actually, it’s more like glancing at a snapshot.”

Watch Sam’s jaw drop.

“You see future snapshots?” Sam always thought prophetic abilities were fictions dished out by slimy financial advisors.

“Yeah well, it’s not the best gift to have for making friends,” Lance says, picking up the beer Mac puts in front of him. He takes a large swallow. “And the worst usually doesn’t happen, but you can prevent a lot by anticipating it.”

“Is that how you knew to keep the pedestrians away during that incident with unreality on the roof?” Sam asks.

Lance nods. “It’s my job on the Team to keep civilians safe.”

“That kid under the car—”

“Wasn’t the worst thing that could have happened.”

“What was?”

Lance takes another swallow, staring straight ahead. His hand is in a white-knuckled fist on the counter. “You don’t want to know.”

Sam has no idea what to say to that. He sips his soda water and tries to focus on that warm feeling of friendship he had two minutes ago. It works. For about thirty seconds. But his traitor thoughts eventually wander back to Cyrus.

“Aren’t you going to ask me how we managed to close the wormhole?” Lance says, suddenly.

“No,” Sam says. “I’m happier not knowing, I think.”

For the first time, Lance gives him a small smile. “Good. What were you worrying about then?”

“Cyrus.”

Lance’s small smile dies. “He’ll be fine.” Sam opens his mouth to ask ‘How?’ but he’s cut off with a glare. “I need to believe that, Sam. Despite what I see.”

Sam nods. He understands. Clinging to his own slivers of hope is how he survived these last three months.

“Did you know we started the team?” Lance asks. Sam shakes his head. “Me and Cyrus and Lana. We wanted to teach the world by example. Show we’re people and belong here too.” His shoulders slump. “Sometimes I wonder if we’re making any difference.”

“I think we are,” Sam says. “And if we aren’t, there’s nothing we can do about it now, right?” It’s what he tells Miranda when she’s stressing out. It’s what he tells himself when worry claws at him.

“No, but—”

“So, we might as well enjoy the evening.” Sam raises his glass, and after a moment’s hesitation, Lance lifts his beer and clinks.

They sit there and drink in almost comfortable silence for ten minutes or an hour or maybe two. Time becomes slippery when you’ve been stressed out and overworked for months. Before either of them realizes it, the mood in the bar has changed: the point in the evening where happy celebrators dissolve into melodramatic drunks.

Lance struggles to his feet. “Sam, get me out of here. Now,” he hisses. All around them, Supers’ faces are contorted with raw emotion, heralding poor decision-making.

Sam doesn’t need to be told twice. He puts an arm around Lance to steady him and together, they weave their way towards the door.

Outside, it’s cold, but liberating. Lance visibly relaxes a little and points down the street. “Home’s that way. Do you mind?”

“Nope.” Sam’s no Main Team hero, so basically, this is the least he can do.

They walk in silence for a while. Sometimes the street lights flicker off when they pass, sometimes they don’t.

“You still want to, don’t you? To prove everyone wrong,” Lance asks as they near his narrow house, wedged between other narrow houses.

The question startles Sam, because despite his best intentions, the promises to himself, the lies he tells to keep going, he still wants to be the hero he imagined when he joined the Super Team. Because the truth is, even after all this time, the video of the oblivious burning man in the middle of the jazz bar and his horrified boyfriend gaping at him still wanders into his thoughts. And the only thing that hurts more than the comment section is Lev’s expression.

“Do you read people’s minds too?” Sam tries to keep his voice light. Sam fails.

“I didn’t have to. The whole Team’s the same way. Even Mac.”

“But . . . but Mac’s not a Super . . . ?”

“No, but his niece is. And she’s too afraid to leave her little trailer in the country. Mac’s hoping Teams like ours will one day change her mind.”

Sam stares at Lance. “But being on the Team must make things easier . . . after a while.”

“Look, man, I don’t think that’s possible.” Lance puts a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, at the audition, I tried to warn you.”

Sam hesitates. Hesitates. Then:

Watch Sam ask the question he’s been avoiding all night.

“If I . . . if I stay with the Super Team, what snapshot do you see of me?”

Lance stares at him, his expression becoming pained before he buries his face in his hands. “You don’t want to know, Sam.”

But Sam can hear it anyway. We don’t lessen anyone’s pain, just redistribute it.

And he sees it now. It’s the anguish on Lance’s face. The feeling that’s carved a space in Sam’s own chest cavity since that night at the jazz bar. The feeling that hasn’t gone away.

Screw it, Sam doesn’t want to be a Super. Not anymore.

● ● ●

Episode 9: If You Want to Reach Me, Call the North Pole

An hour later, Sam has packed his bags. His umbrae scarf and Super badge are piled neatly at the end of the bed. He feels odd without it; he’s come to love his unofficial uniform. But Sam reminds himself exile is the better choice. Nothing will ever change here.

He already has a list of relocation programs he’s going to call in the morning.

He can’t quite leave yet, though. He doesn’t quite have the courage to say goodbye in person, so Miranda will find a note in the office with an apology in the morning. He owes her that much. Probably more.

But being a Super won’t solve any of Sam’s problems.

He was an idiot to believe it ever could.

● ● ●

Episode 10: Everything Burns

From the outside, the old community center looks dead. But Sam is pretty sure Danielle is still in there, working late. She was trying to fix the windows today, so they could actually open them and air out the musty, stale office. The lights are still on inside.

From across the street, with Miranda’s note tucked in his pocket, Sam pulls out his phone.

U still at work? he texts Danielle.

Sam doesn’t think much of the faint rustling noise or the muffled thuds. City noises. Something that he’ll miss in his exile.

Except, a faint light catches his eye. A flicker. It comes from the entrance of the building. A moment later, a woman steps out of the community center.

Even from across the street, Sam can see the maniac look in her eyes, in her posture. She holds a phone at arm’s length, the camera trained on herself.

“This one’s for the Super Team,” she says, “The freaks who think they’re better than us.” She spots Sam and turns the phone around. Sam flinches.

“Will you tell the Supers if they don’t see this?” she calls.

“I am a Super,” he says, forgetting to use past tense. And that’s when Sam notices the empty gas can in her other hand. That’s when he smells the smoke.

Danielle.

Oh shit.

The woman’s laughter hounds him as he runs towards the community center.

Inside, the flames are already billowing. It’s as if the old community center had been waiting for a match. A spark. Naturally, the fire sprinklers don’t work.

Sam dashes towards the basement steps, painfully aware of how everything has become uncomfortably warm. The smell of smoke, thick and overpowering.

Watch Sam run.

He sprints through the rows of files, down the hallway, and around the corner to Danielle’s office. He pounds on the door, once, twice, then wrenches it open.

Only to find it empty.

The lights are off, her toolbox is in the corner, and her coat and hat and scarf are gone. As if on cue, the phone that Sam has forgotten he’s holding buzzes to life. The text from Danielle says No, Im home. Enjoying my life. Where r u?

Watch Sam run again. But he only makes it a few feet before he’s forced to drop to the floor for air. The smoke is unavoidable now with the smell of everything burning. The heat corralling him from all sides. The fire has finally found the multitude of invoices, billing, and random magazines. All around him, years of civil service records are being reduced to ash.

Watch Sam crawl as fast as he can.

He almost makes it too. But then a mountain of burning papers comes crashing down, trapping Sam in flames. Blinding, raging, ravenous flames. Flames that cannot be controlled. Flames that are hungry for more.

And yet . . . they’re not that bad.

Actually, they’re not even that hot.

Watch Sam not burn.

● ● ●

Episode 11: Final Decisions

Sam might not burn, but his clothes still do. Now, he’s cold without them, standing naked amid all the wailing sirens and grim-faced firefighters.

Eventually, one of them takes pity and gives him a fire blanket. The coarse wool never felt so good. He sits on the curb, the cement like sandpaper on his bare skin, but somehow, this feels good too.

This is how Miranda finds Sam. She doesn’t skimp on the expletives. She takes her time scolding him, repeatedly reminding him what a fucking stupid bastard he is and all the work he would have left her with if he burned to death. “Lance told me you’ll die of smoke inhalation!” she yells.

But Sam doesn’t mind, she’s the only steady point amidst the chaos—an anchor, a focus. And when she runs out of words, she’s shaking and Sam wishes he had another blanket to give her.

“If it makes you feel better, Lance hinted at the same thing to me,” he tells her.

“I forgot,” she says as she takes a seat next to him. “I forgot that you can’t always believe the Team’s Anxiety Man.” She slumps, puts her face in her hands. “I thought you gave up on rescuing people, Sam.”

Honestly, until an hour ago, Sam had planned on living out the rest of his selfish life not a hero. Rushing into that fire was the most reckless thing he’s ever done, but in the flames, he found something new.

“Friends are exceptions,” he says.

Miranda gives him a long, hard look. “Yeah,” she says finally. “They are.”

As they sit shoulder to shoulder, their attention drifts to a reporter and a cameraman talking to a fireman a few yards off. All three men are looking at Sam.

“Excuse me, are you the Super who ran into the building?” the reporter asks, approaching Sam, but speaking into his mike. Sam gives the camera trained on him an uncomfortable glance and pulls the blanket tighter.

“Yes,” Miranda answers, before Sam can respond. “He’s one of the most important members of our Team.”

I am? Sam starts to say. Then he catches Miranda’s expression. In it, he sees how truly afraid she was of losing him tonight.

Sam nods.

“So . . . is this just another episode in the Supers’ long and troubled history?”

Episodes, right. Sam wants to laugh. It’s clear to him now, sitting naked, reeking of ashes and smoke, that Super episodes are unavoidable. It’s how you pick yourself up afterwards that matters.

“Yup,” he says.

By now, most of the neighborhood is out watching the flames die down, clustering around the reporter, shooting video footage of their own.

“And what do you do for the Super Team exactly?” the reporter asks.

“All the uncool work that keeps our photogenic Teammates going and you busy,” Sam replies. Besides him, Miranda laughs.

The ears of the reporter turn slightly pink. “Could you demonstrate your talents for us, then Mr . . . ?”

“Sam Wells. A Super.”

All around them, the spectators lean in, hold their breath in anticipation.

Sam runs a hand over his tingling scalp. He knows that now is his moment in the spotlight. He knows that in a week, he’ll just be an accountant again with new episodes and problems. That he’ll be back fighting for the same things, the same rights.

So, for the first time in ages, Sam squares his shoulders and looks directly at the camera.

Watch Sam burn.

Or maybe not.

Either way, watch Sam smile for the audience.

And no longer care what they see.
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Jacqueline theorized how to build a private video connection for the three of us from broken baby monitors, trashed cell phones and digital displays; I collected her shopping list from Dad’s junkyard, and Selena took Jacqueline’s scribbled plans, deciphered them, and somehow turned the three boxes of abandoned electronics I gathered into a working communication system for us. We sat in our own bedrooms in our own houses and talked whenever we wanted. Jacqueline came up with the idea because all of our parents said we weren’t old enough for smartphones. 

“Thanks, Penny,” said Selena when I gave her the box of parts. “You have all the coolest stuff,” she added.

We were eight, and we’d decided we should never be apart. At least I believed that then.

Six years later, near the end of summer before we were to start ninth grade, Jacqueline said, “We can go to the moon.” She sat in her favorite seat by the Submersible Club’s control panel. The LED lights gave her face a ghastly hue, and dark hair covered her shoulders. She’d traded glasses for contacts at Christmas and her face still looked naked to me. “High school is a chance to remake yourself, don’t you think? I don’t want to be the geeky kid with glasses.”

Selena tinkered with the CO2 scrubber. We could stay in the Submersible Club as long as we wanted—the scrubber worked—but the air smelled like a vegetable drawer gone bad. At the time, she’d said, “As if the glasses are what make you geeky.” 

“They’re going to put me in with upperclassmen It’ll be bad enough being three years younger than everyone else.”

So she got contacts.

I sat by a porthole. Outside the quarry grass twisted slowly like a thick, sluggish carpet, while a catfish muscled through, probing the bottom with its whiskered mouth. Algae flecks drifted by. The day had been cloudless when we called the Club to shore and boarded her, and the water was particularly clear. Thirty feet down, where the light started to dim, I still had a good view.

“Dad doesn’t have junk we can turn into a spaceship,” I said. “Besides, NASA bailed on the moon fifty years ago.”

Jacqueline grinned. “You’re missing the beauty, Penny. We don’t need a spaceship. We’ll take this.” She waved her hand, encompassing the entirety of the old gas station storage tank we’d spent last summer turning into the Submersible Club. By the time we were done, Selena had taught us both how to be competent welders. “We keep water out under a lake; in outer space we can keep air in.”

I imagined the three of us disappearing in a flash of flame and poor planning. “We have no rockets, and we can’t make the fuel. That stuff is wicked explosive.” 

“We don’t need rockets.”

Selena extracted herself from the CO2 scrubber. It filled the back quarter of the club, along with the battery packs, the diesel generator we ran when we surfaced, and her tools. “I’d like to go to the moon.” She stood tall and slender, and was a magician with her hands when it came to soldering and assembling and making it all fit. “Do you have schematics?”

“Working on the numbers,” Jacqueline said. “Two more days.”

As always, they were way ahead of me.

● ● ●

Dad said, “A customer out front needs a replacement motor for his blender. It’s an Osterizer Imperial Dual Range Cyclomatic 14. Can you find one or a motor to double for it?”

I munched on a jelly sandwich. “Is he a restoration nut? The Cyclomatic 14 is from the 70s. He could replace it on eBay for ten bucks.”

“An eBay customer doesn’t make us money. Do we have one or not?”

Dad specialized in auto and truck parts. If you wanted a transmission for a 1948 Chevrolet Thriftmaster 5-Window Pickup, he knew exactly where we’d parked it and what size wrenches for the job, but I excelled in the smaller stuff. I spent a lot of time wandering the junkyard.

“Maybe.”

Dad sighed and leaned against the counter. “What’s it going to cost?”

I gave him the squinty eye, like I was being shrewd. “Well, we’re out of chocolate ice cream.”

“Okay, you’re on. If you can find the motor, I’ll pop for the good stuff.”

Mom always called Dad her “swarthy sweetheart.” I thought for the longest time that “swarthy” meant strong, and he is, too.

I snagged the key for the golf cart as I headed out the back door. The yard stretched over fifteen acres, much deeper than wide, and even with the cart it could take a while to get to the farthest reaches overlooking the old quarry, but I’d modified the transmission. I whipped through the twisty path, leaning into the curves, scrap metal whipping past on both sides. Dad would kill me if he saw me drive like this, but, oh, I loved to be behind the wheel. If it moved, I wanted to steer, and the faster the better. The thought of getting a driver’s license in a couple years kept me awake at night. 

When I returned, after finding the little motor way back in the yard, beyond stacks of washing machines, and teetering towers of hot tubs and refrigerators, after digging through a bin of blenders, mixers, can openers and electric knives, Dad said fondly, “You’re not like other little girls, are you; and I bet the guy will be happy to pay twenty for this.”

● ● ●

The three of us attended summer school: Selena failed eighth grade English; I had to retake World Geography (I just couldn’t keep those European countries straight on a world map, and I never remembered more than thirty-two of the states), and Jacqueline volunteered as the student assistant in A.P. Calculus for those kids who took school in summer for fun.

Most of the rooms were empty as I trudged to remedial Geography. Desks needing replacement were piled in the hallway, and the festive, “Welcome to Summer” and “We’ll Miss You!” posters had been torn down, leaving the walls bare and sad looking. I imagined how I’d feel if this were the moon, and how light my steps would be, but I guess I couldn’t do it well enough. I stayed stubbornly Earth-bound.

Twenty kids sat in the Geography room. Worst of the worst. The Fab Four filled the back row: Mellisa, Melinda, Vivian, and Victoria, like a four-pack of genetically identical lab rats. They weren’t biologically related, except maybe to some dim-witted, snobby pre-humans from millenniums in the past, but they dressed and did their hair and wore their makeup as if they conference called every morning. They’d disappointed teachers and underperformed together since first grade. When I passed, they rolled their eyes, as if it hurt to share their universe with me.

Heck, I would have rolled my eyes at me. How hard could it be to remember fifty states? I memorized stuff I cared about all the time. 

A boy sitting near me had terrible body odor—I noticed the teacher didn’t wander near my side of the room as she lectured—several others smelled of cigarettes, and the entire class stunk of sullen resentment. Aromatherapy in reverse. 

The teacher handed out United States maps without labels for the states. Going left to right from the top, I filled in Washington, Idaho, Montana, North Dakota, Minnesota, Wisconsin and then the Great Lakes got in the way. A few states later, I’d be in Maine. I couldn’t remember anything in the next row. Why the founding fathers didn’t lay the whole thing out in a neat grid, naming alphabetically baffled me. Only a couple of the states were square, my state, Kansas, being one (almost). The map makers must have hated school kids.

The boy behind me poked me in the back. “Hey, junkyard,” he whispered. “Let me copy your map.”

I moved so he could peek over my shoulder. I wrote “Caledonia” for California, “Washwater” for Nevada, the names of Santa’s reindeer for nine other states—I thought for sure he’d catch on when I labeled Florida as “Rudolph,” but he kept writing until I finished. He turned it in at the end of class without thanking me. I hung back until the room emptied, asked the teacher for another sheet, and then redid mine, putting in the thirty-two states I knew.

I felt bad for keeping the teacher late. I bet she wanted to leave as much as I did. I said, “Wouldn’t you rather be on a sunny Rudolf beach instead?”

“Rudolf?” she said.

“Yeah, you know, where Disney World is.”

She looked puzzled.

● ● ●

We started calling ourselves the Minerva Girls in seventh grade. I’d been reading about virgins—just idle research—and came across Minerva, one of three virgin goddesses who never married. I tried talking Jacqueline and Selena into changing their names into Vesta and Diana, but when they learned the backstory, they both thought they made as good a Minerva as I would, although sometimes they’d call me “Minerva,” when they were teasing. I’d call Jacqueline “Vesta,” and Selena “Diana,” to get them back. We were three goddesses trapped in a middle school. 

It wasn’t a big deal. They liked their real names better anyway. I wasn’t fond of mine. I mean, “Penny”? I’m the coin with the least value. I guess it would be weird to call a kid “dime” or “quarter” or “dollar.” 

“Minerva Girls” stuck, though. We signed our school work with our names and then “MG,” like a doctor would add MD. Only Mr. Roman, the literacy teacher, ever asked me about it. I told him what it meant. “It’s kind of a sorority,” I added.

He thought about it for a second, then smiled. “Good choice.”

It’s a pity. Besides the other Minerva Girls, the only kindred spirits I meet are adults, and among them there aren’t many.

Near Christmas later in seventh grade, a couple months after Dad began letting me greet customers and accept deliveries, a middle-aged couple standing in the junkyard office looked annoyed and impatient. I’d put a phone book on the stool behind the counter so I looked taller when people came in.

“How much you’ll give us for this stuff,” said the man. He held a box awkwardly.

The woman said, “It’s his dead aunt’s. She collected figurines. We had to clean out her house.”

“Distant aunt. It’s mostly ceramic. A couple of wood pieces.” He set the box on the counter and opened the top.

I started to say, “We don’t have demand for . . . ” but the big glass eyes peeking out stopped me.

“They’re all owls,” said the woman. “She couldn’t get enough of them.”

We’d filled a shed with figurines: fairies and Christmas villages and birds and trolls and elephants and dogs and dragons. Lots of glassware, ceramic, pewter, wood and fake crystal. Almost never sold any of it, and Dad had told me to quit taking it in.

Owls, though. I had an interest in owls. “I’ll give you five bucks for the box,” I said while digging the bill from my pocket. That’s what Dad paid me to watch the shop per day. He was somewhere in the yard, disassembling a ’54 Ford Ranch Wagon featuring more rust than parts. 

“Done,” said the man who took the bill, clearly relieved to have found a home for his Aunt’s collection.

I carried the box upstairs to my room. Above my dresser I’d hung a poster of Minerva, a full-color image of the goddess: helmeted head, a spear in her right hand, a shield on her left, and an image of Medusa as her breastplate. A snake curled up the base of the spear, while an owl stood at her feet. They called Minerva “goddess of a thousand works” because of her dominion over so many things: wisdom and medicine and war and crafts. If she had been a witch, the owl served as her familiar, but she wasn’t. Gods don’t need familiars.

I cleaned the top of my dresser and bookcases. The owls perched on them now, watching over me. At night I contemplated them before turning off my lights.

Minerva has long been pictured with an owl. The owl represented knowledge because it hunted at night. The owl could see clearly when men could not.

● ● ●

Jacqueline closed her notebook when neither Selena nor I could follow her formulas. She made up her own mathematical symbols! Her scribbling reminded me of Stephen Hawkings A Brief History of Time, which I had tried to read but it lost me a third of the way through. When she started talking about multivariable calculus, linear algebra and vector spaces, my eyes glazed over.

We were sitting at our favorite booth in McDonalds, the one tucked by the side door. The Fab Four sat in the middle of the room, as if they’d staked claim to the area. They each ordered a milkshake. Their straws leaned the same way, and they took pictures of each other, messing with the images, and then laughing at the results. Four boys I vaguely recognized from school came in, pointedly taking no notice of the girls as they headed to the ordering counter.

Selena picked at the remnants on our tray. “Cold fries are best.” She touched Jacqueline’s notebook. “So, you think, theoretically at least, we can control gravity? Get it to push us away from Earth instead of pulling us to it.”

“Not push or pull,” said Jacqueline. She held a burger wrapper on her palm. “Imagine space as a flat plane, like this sheet of paper, but more rubbery.”

I knew where this was going. I’d read it in the first third of Hawking’s book.

Bizarrely, once they had their food, as if they weren’t sure where to sit, the boys orbited the girls before finding a table near the front.

Jacqueline said, “A mass, like a planet creates a depression on the plane.” She pressed her finger into the paper. “So, another mass traveling along in space in a straight line gets close enough to the depression caused by the first mass. It’s caught in the depression and spirals into it, like swirling down a funnel. Not pulled or pushed: it follows the distortion in space. We stick to the surface of Earth because we’re caught in the distortion.”

Selena contemplate the paper. “So the Earth’s weight causes the space funnel. Gravity is what pulls the Earth into the space plane?”

Jaqueline sighed. “Mass, not weight. Weight is the effect of gravity on mass. Weight changes depending on where you are. If you were on the moon, you would weigh less, but your mass would be the same. And there’s no real ‘plane’ in this explanation. It’s kind of a two-dimensional model of a multi-dimensional reality.”

Hawkings had lost me at about this point. Gravity, space-time continuum, and quantum mechanics left me breathless and confused. Watching Jacqueline explain it made me want to crawl inside her head to see what spun there. 

I looked up. Hadn’t the boys been farther away from the Fab Four earlier? It looked like they’d moved a couple tables closer.

Jacqueline said, “I believe mass isn’t the only way to distort space. In fact, mass is an ineffective way to do it. Look at how weak Earth’s gravity field is.” She tossed a French fry into the air. “I beat gravity with the flick of a wrist. Birds defeat it with light bones and favorable airflow over their wings. Just think of it, the entire mass of the Earth, if you could weigh it, is about a thousand, trillion tons. All that mass and we walk around, and jump, and throw baseballs. Mars isn’t much smaller than the Earth, and it couldn’t even hold onto its atmosphere. Gravity sucks, but just barely.”

She opened her notebook again. Selena and I bent over the pages of scribbled figures. “I call it the Distortion Drive, and we’ll build it in the Submersible Club. We’ll go to the moon.”

One of the boys stood up and walked over to the Fab Four’s table. He leaned in. “Hey, Melissa, how ‘bout you send me some digits?” He held up his phone.

“I’m Vivian,” said Vivian. “She’s Melissa.”

“Whoops, my bad.” The boy blushed. “I meant to say Vivian.”

“Sure, give me your phone.”

When he returned to his table, where his buddy’s fist-bumped him, the Fab Four huddled together, whispering furiously, laughing to themselves.

Selena said, “Do you think she actually gave him her number?”

I said, “Maybe, maybe not. Does it matter? They’re probably cousins anyway. Only inbreeding makes sense. I don’t understand that kind of attraction.”

Selena folded her arms across her chest. “Me neither. Ninth grade is going to be horrible.”

Jacqueline closed her notebook. “The math for it’s beyond me. Let’s do something simple, like conquer gravity.”

● ● ●

Selena’s list of supplies included magnets of various sizes, computer motherboards, graphic cards, and a lot of copper wire. In the meantime, I needed to insulate the Submersible Club and design a working toilet. Jacqueline said it would take less than four hours to get to the moon at 1 G of acceleration—she hadn’t decided whether we should try to land or not—so figure an hour when we arrived to get good pictures and enjoy the moment, and then four hours back.

I craned the Sub Club out of the quarry in the morning, let it drip dry while I suffered through another session of Geography, then sprayed on the first coat of insulation. The sticky yellow gunk went on like thick paint, and then bubbled up a couple inches before solidifying. The junkyard had everything! Dad took in freight-damaged goods, broken industrial equipment (which often needed just a part or adjustment to be fully working), and then stored it, waiting for the buyer who wanted exactly that hard-to-get item. 

I had access to all of it. 

Tucked into a warehouse at the property’s edge, he had stacked ten freight-damaged cases of space blankets—you know, the silvery sheets marathoners wrap themselves with after the race—twelve ounces each, seven by five feet. Ripping them from their plastic bags before dabbing them with liquid nails and gluing them to the insulation took the most time. More spray-on insulation over the blankets. Oh, and going around the portholes slowed me down too. What would be the point of traveling to the moon if we couldn’t see anything?

Around supper time, I put the sprayer down to stretch my back. My hands ached from directing the heavy nozzle. Dad’s statues stood sentry. He told me once, “Anyone can do art, and they should!” He welded together busted and useless metal into ten-foot tall figures like robots or aliens or deities, and then left them to rust scattered near the quarry. Bushes and saplings grew through the oldest ones. Headlights for eyes. Wrenches for fingers. Here and there chrome caught the sun as it set. He called them the Colossi. 

Midnight came just I finished the fourth layer, almost a foot thick coating on our space ship, which didn’t match what NASA used to protect the Apollo astronauts, but we weren’t going to be in space nearly as long.

The Sub Club looked like a giant, aluminum-wrapped burrito, hanging from the crane’s cable. Beyond the circle of klieg lights, frogs croaked merrily. Tiring work, all the spraying and gluing, but at least we’d be warm.

The full moon floated overhead, white, round and beautiful.

● ● ●

Jaqueline waited for me on the sidewalk in front of the junkyard. Day five of the enforced misery of summer school waited. We walked next to the eight-foot chain link fence the city made Dad build to hide the business from their sensitivities. He’d zip tied blue tarp to the fence, but weather had faded and ripped it. 

“Insulation is done,” I said. “I need to know if the toilets I’m designing will be for zero-gravity use, or will we have a floor and ceiling?”

“We’ll generate gravity,” she said distractedly, looking at her feet as we walked.

“You seem down. Is everything okay?”

“If I were sixteen,” she said, “I could make up my own mind. I could do what I want. I wouldn’t have to go to school.” She stepped to the side to kick a piece of gravel. It skittered across the street.”

“If I were sixteen, I’d take up race car driving.”

Jacqueline didn’t laugh. “My mom decided public schools aren’t good enough for me.”

We reached the corner. A car full of teenage boys roared past, easily going twenty over the limit. I don’t think they saw us. I almost said, “They aren’t good enough for anyone,” but Jacqueline didn’t seem to be in the mood.

“You’re going to be with upperclassmen. What more does she want?”

“Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and Technology.”

“Where?”

“Alexandria, Virginia. We’re moving before school starts.”

I tried to picture the map. Virginia was in the east, somewhere. Wichita was in the middle. “You’ll be a thousand miles away!”

“More. Mom’s looking at houses now. ‘I can’t have my genius daughter in a second-rate school,’ she said.

I thought about Jacqueline’s news all through Geography, which didn’t help me follow the lecture on the importance of the Mississippi as a navigable river, nor the scintillating retelling of the search for its headwaters. It’s in Minnesota by the way. You can put a canoe in Lake Itasca and then paddle for 2,300 miles to the Gulf of Mexico.

If this trip to the moon doesn’t work out, I thought, maybe the three of us could float a raft down the Mississippi. We could go low tech. No phones. It would take weeks and weeks, and Jacqueline’s mother wouldn’t be able to find her.

Our teacher showed a fifty-year old film strip on a projector with a quarter-inch layer of dust on the top. 

“I hope you are all taking notes,” she said. “In high school, you will be taking notes all the time.”

Teachers had been making the when-you-are-in-high-school threat for a couple of years, like “in high school you can never turn in late assignments,” and “in high school you will have more homework,” and “in high school the decisions you make will affect you for the rest of your life.”

I didn’t worry about it because I could always ask Jacqueline and Selena for help. We’d get past high school together, except now Jacqueline would be gone.

Nothing could be worse, except after class ended, I met Jacqueline and Selena for lunch, and Selena announced, “My Dad got a job in Texas. We’re moving before school starts.” 

● ● ●

The school sent home scheduling information for next year. Everybody who hadn’t failed a class registered in May, but for kids like me, we had to have an extra meeting with our counselor and then do two schedules: one for if we passed the summer makeup class and one for if we didn’t. 

I spread the registration materials on the kitchen table along with worksheets to try to build a set of classes freshmen could take and didn’t overlap. The popular sections were filled so I had fewer choices. 

Normally scheduling sucked. This was worse. I couldn’t see high school without the other two Minerva girls. What would be the point?

Besides, the only interesting classes, Electrical Design, Metal Shop, Astronomy, and Driver’s Ed, weren’t offered to freshmen.

● ● ●

At two in the morning, I opened my closet and took out the communicator the three of us had built when we were eight. I’d chosen to house mine in a Batman lunchbox. Selena picked an “I Believe in Unicorns” lunch box, and Jacqueline liked a Futurama one. We hadn’t used them since fifth grade, when we finally got phones.

I pressed the all-call button, then laid on the carpet, looking at the ceiling. The owls peered down. Wherever Jacqueline and Selena kept their boxes, they would emit a soft “meow.” Selena went through a cat phase when she built the communicators. 

Selena answered before I could press the button again. “You couldn’t sleep either?” she said.

“Not a wink.” 

The speaker hissed to itself. For two years the three of us had lost sleep talking to each other through our lunchboxes. Shared secrets. Told stories and jokes. Discussed the mysteries of the universe, like what idiot thought skirts were a good idea or why library time only came once a week. Cried sometimes. Giggled a lot. We didn’t have brothers or sisters, but we had our lunchboxes long after our houses had grown quiet.

A sharp click told me Jacqueline had joined the conversation. “Sorry. I heard the box, but I couldn’t remember where I’d put it. You wouldn’t believe the dust bunnies under my bed. What’s up?”

I didn’t know how to start. Finally I said, “Are you sure you guys have to go?”

Selena said, “No choice. Dad’s being a butt. Says Texas is a great opportunity, and I can make new friends.” She sniffed. “He doesn’t know me very well. In my whole life here I’ve only made two friends.”

Jacqueline said, “It’s a done deal.”

Hearing them say it, made me mad. I don’t like it when someone tells me there isn’t a way out. Here’s what I’ve learned from living in a junkyard: it’s not about what you don’t have; it’s about what you do with what you do have, or something like that. Nothing is broken that can’t be salvaged or rebuilt (not that I wanted to swap out my friends like a burned out solenoid—what was my choice there? One of the fab four?). What I mean is if your car has a bad starter, there are lots of starters that aren’t exactly the same model, but will work—you don’t give up on the car—so I don’t believe in “I don’t have a choice.”

There’s alternatives.

“Let’s not focus on the choices we don’t have,” I said. “We have a deadline.”

Jacqueline and Selena said at the same time, “What?”

“End of August, one week, we leave for the moon. Our great adventure before you move. I’ll have the Sub Club ready. How close are you guys?”

Selena said, “I finished a prototype, not tested, but it’s a couple hundred pounds. I need a way to get it to the quarry.”

I checked the window. Moon shadows everywhere. We had hours before sunrise. “I can be there in twenty.”

At Selena’s house, she’d opened the garage. Light streamed onto her driveway. I’d hitched a trailer to the golf cart and driven there mostly in alleys. The cart didn’t have headlights or taillights, I didn’t have a driver’s license, and I wasn’t in the mood to explain to a cop (or Dad) why I drove a non-street-legal vehicle a couple of hours before dawn.

The device dangled from an engine hoist. Selena wore overalls and safety glasses pushed up on her forehead. 

“Looks like a cappuccino machine on steroids,” I said. About the size of a mini-fridge, it featured layers of coiled copper wiring, brass tubing and old fashioned radio vacuum tubes, fronted by a mother board with several switches and a video game joystick. 

“More sculpture than a machine,” she said. “Building to Jacqueline’s formulas is like assembling a lawn mower with sheet music for instructions.”

I backed the trailer under the device. Selena lowered it and then strapped it down. 

Jacqueline waited for us at the quarry, her notebook tucked under her arm. No hint of sunlight yet. The Sub Club shimmered under the klieg lights, while Dad’s Colossi cast long shadows into the dump. 

“I trust the numbers, but I think we should fire the Distortion Drive up remotely the first time, to be safe.”

I slung a cable over the top of the device, then anchored the ends to stone outcrops. “If it works, I don’t want it flying off.”

Selena nodded. “Maybe another cable going the other way? Better safe than sorry.”

By the time we’d solidified the anchors and rigged the power source, the eastern sky had lightened.

We crowded into the crane’s control booth fifty yards from our test site. Selena connected the video game joystick to the wires that ran to the Distortion Drive. She held it out to Jacqueline. “You should do the honors.”

I had my phone out to film our results.

I gues I thought the Distortion Drive would rise up from the golf cart trailer until the cables stopped its progress. That, or it wouldn’t move, which seemed more possible. I steadied the phone, and turned on the video.

Jacqueline took a deep breath, then pushed the joystick forward a tick.

I lurched against the glass, as if someone had tipped the control booth from behind. Selena squeaked and caught herself from falling.

Jacqueline bumped her head on the window. Then the control booth shifted back into place.

I said, “What happened?” while rubbing my shoulder. 

“Dang,” said Jacqueline. “That’s going to leave a welt.” She sat on the control booth floor, her notebooks spilled around her. 

“My machine!” Selena opened the door. 

Jacqueline grabbed Selena’s leg. “Not yet.”

A clattering like hail rattled the control booth’s metal ceiling for a couple seconds. Gravel and marble-sized rocks bounced off the ground around the booth. My toolbox that I’d left next to the trailer slammed down along with the wrenches and other tools that had been in it.

“I hadn’t considered that,” said Jacqueline. “I’ll need to narrow the distortion field.”

“Did it work?” I said. I peeked cautiously through the door and checked the sky. A dust cloud a few hundred feet up marked an otherwise clear morning. 

Selena laughed. “Good thing we tied the drive down to the bedrock and not wrecked cars or anything else unattached, or the whole mess could have flown straight up, and it would be raining thousands of pounds of scrap metal instead of loose rocks.”

“So it did work?”

Jacqueline carefully detached the power cord from the joystick. “We need finer control. I barely touched this. I don’t see how we could bring the Club in for a gentle landing based on what we just saw.”

In a week, the moving vans would arrive at Jacqueline’s and Selena’s houses. If we couldn’t solve the problem by then, we’d never get to the moon.

After we finished breakfast in my house and returned to the quarry we noticed the other change: Dad’s colossi had fallen, their heads pointed toward our Distortion Drive, all following the lines of bent space that for a moment had centered on a couple hundred pounds of magnets, copper wire and vacuum tubes scavenged from the junkyard.

● ● ●

Just before midnight, the lunchbox meowed and Jacqueline said, “We don’t have a week. Mom wants us to visit her sister in Kansas City before we move. We’re packing right now and leaving in the morning. I’ll be back the day before summer finals, and then gone to Virginia the day after.”

“It’s up to Selena, then.”

The line crackled in the silence. I’d taken Selena a box full of rheostats, light dimmers, volume controls, and a broken sound board with sliding switches. She’d dug into the mess and said dubiously, “I’ll have to rebuild the control system altogether. How much time do I have?”

A silly question. She knew as well as I did.

Selena broke in. I didn’t realize she’d entered the conversation. “No pressure, guys. Did you know that according to Jacqueline’s formulas, the difference between the Sub Club not moving, or tearing open a black hole in the fabric of space right above the quarry is only a few hundredths of a decimal point?”

“I should figure in a couple safeties,” Jacqueline said.

“You think?” I said.

Minerva looked down at me from her poster. The owls passed judgement.

● ● ●

I failed the states-map test for the second time on Friday with only twenty-eight states correctly labeled. I had regressed! At this rate when school started I would be repeating the class, knowing less than I did a year ago.

The Fab Four passed. They high fived each other silently. Normally I would have spent the rest of the class trying to figure out how they cheated. It undoubtedly involved their phones and Google Maps in some way.

Geography felt like a weight. Not only would ninth grade be unbearable, but I’d be stuck in it until the school kicked me out. I’d heard that you couldn’t be twenty-one and still attend high school. I’d be old enough to vote, but unable to attend the junior-senior prom, not that I wanted to.

Then the assistant principal walked in—a portly woman wearing a baseball cap, a floral print dress and high top tennis shoes—she whispered something to the teacher, who nodded and pointed at me.

In the hallway she said, “We had a complaint about you, missy.”

“I haven’t done anything!” A true statement. I hadn’t even been tardy.

“Did you or did you not give another student incorrect information about the state names while you were studying for yesterday’s test?”

“That’s what he said?” 

“So you did intentionally give him bad information?”

My fists clenched. I couldn’t say that we didn’t study together, since I let him copy my answers. Either way I was screwed.

“I thought it would be funny,” I said with a rise at the end, like asking a question. 

“You’re not in middle school anymore, missy. We take education seriously in this building.” She wrote something in a notebook. “I’m keeping my eye on you. You’re not off to a good start. We will be contacting your parents.”

As I walked home, I kicked every rock on the sidewalk out of the way. If I’d have had a baseball bat, I might have beaten up a couple of mailboxes too.

● ● ●

The assistant principal didn’t call on Friday or Saturday. On Sunday I went to Selena’s house. If Dad got a phone call, I wanted to put off talking to him about it as long as possible.

Selena sat at her worktable in the garage, surrounded by the parts I’d given her and a bunch of other electronics I didn’t recognize. Her back was too me as she bent over her contraption. A wisp of solder smoke drifted above her. I tried imagining her space repurposed by the people who would move into her house. They’d probably store paint and fertilizer on it or—I thought about the most boring thing possible—exercise equipment.

“Can I help?” I said.

She pushed her safety goggles onto her forehead. “I can’t regulate the power finely enough. None of these do the job.” She waved her hand at the switches and toggles. “We can go up, but we’ll never slow down to land.”

I picked up a large, cream-colored dial that looked as if it might have come off a dishwasher. Wires spiraled from the back of it.

“They aren’t sensitive enough?”

Selena nodded.

“What if you hooked them up in a series?”

She perked up. “What do you mean?”

“If this control can take the power from, let’s say, ten to one, but that’s too much power at the lowest setting, why don’t you hook up another one in front of it? The first one could take the power down to one, and that’s all the power the second one gets, so it now gives you from one to one tenth. A third dial could take that power and go from one tenth to one one-hundredth. Couldn’t you hook them up to that way and deliver very fine fractions of power?”

Selena cocked her head at me. “That’s brilliant. I mean, power doesn’t work quite that way, and there are inefficiencies in the switches, but the concept is good.” She slapped her safety goggles back on and turned to the table. “I can work on this. Thanks!”

Dad ambushed me when I got home and took away the keys to the golf cart. He looked at me wryly, “You played a mean trick to play on that kid, even if he was an idiot. Did you really call Nevada ‘Washwater’?”

“I know most of the states, Dad.” 

“Yeah, but do you know that one?”

I shut my eyes, wishing he would go away. He patted my shoulder as he went to greet a customer out front.

It’s not that far to the back of the junkyard as a crow flies or a souped-up golf cart drives, but the path winds between steep walls of twisted metal and I had plenty of time to think as I walked to the quarry. I couldn’t remember a single person who had moved away in my whole life who I still knew. Moving cut the cord. The friendship ended. If you move, you make new friends, and your old ones fade. A couple months from now, Jacqueline and Selena would be sitting in classes with new people, getting to know them. I’d be a faint memory, if they gave me a thought. That’s how it goes when you move. Everything is different, so you adapt.

But if friends move away from you, your best friends, and everything else is the same, they leave a hole.

Long after the sun set, Selena still hadn’t come to the Club. Hooking the switches up in a series was probably a lame idea anyways. It wouldn’t work.

Sometimes, when I felt blue, I’d sit in the Sub Club by myself at night, but I wouldn’t submerge it. I’d leave the hatch open, laying on my back inside, and look at the circle of stars. Little waves lapped the metal sides like tiny hands tapping time. I’d gone to sleep that way more than once.

With the insulation wrapping it, I didn’t have that option. It would take hours to peel it off to make it water-worthy again.

The walk back to the house in the dark would spook most people out, I know. Cooling metal contracts so there’s a continuous symphony of creaks, groans and pops. Then, the rats get active. If the moon shines, I can spot their eyes, but I like the yard at night. 

I gathered three of my favorite owls from my room, marched back to the Club and set them where I could see them as I worked.

School started in three days, on a Wednesday, the day after finals for summer school, where I could show I knew enough about eighth grade geography to move on in my classes, or once again bog down on the thirty-third state. The Minerva Girls would get Monday afternoon together, if we were lucky, if Jacqueline’s mother got her home in time. 

I lowered the Distortion Drive through the hatch and into the Club. A close fit, but it went onto the mount perfectly. I bolted it down.

Under the owls’ watchful ceramic eyes, I gathered plastic sheets and tubing. You can make almost anything with enough material and a glue gun, and I had a space toilet to design.

● ● ●

The lunch box meowed before dawn on Monday. “I’ve rigged a control panel,” said Selena. I’ll bring it to the Club after class. Finishing my last Essay for English.” 

Nothing from Jacqueline, not even a text message.

● ● ●

Since they’d scheduled the Geography final for tomorrow, the teacher arranged us into groups to compose flash cards and to quiz each other. I know I’ve made it sound like the class only worried about where the states are, but we studied continents and other nations and capitals and deserts and mountain ranges and major rivers. It didn’t matter; I couldn’t focus. I’d spent most the night working in the Club, not only mounting the Distortion Drive, but also laying in food, charging batteries, testing the heaters, filling the backup oxygen tank, and a dozen other chores. 

I also stress tested the ports, and in a moment of genius, came up with a patch system if a bit of space junk or a rock traveling really fast punched a hole in us. It involved gluing a half-inch thick disk of rubber to the bottoms of several five-gallon buckets that I’d cut out. Any breach smaller than a silver dollar would get a patch slapped over it, and the internal pressure would hold it in place and seal it.

I hoped.

Quite a bit of work for a ten-hour trip, I thought.

And a ridiculous amount of work if the Sub Club remained Earthbound . . . or ripped space into tiny pieces, scattering our atoms to the wind . . . not that that seemed likely. A true waste either way.

● ● ●

We arrived at the Sub Club together. Selena put down a box she’d brought, and we hugged Jacqueline, which felt awkward. We weren’t really huggers.

Jacqueline said, “Kansas City makes Wichita look like paradise. Mom took away my cell phone as soon as we got there because I kept checking it while we were supposed to be visiting my aunt. They spent the entire visit talking about diets and how thick their ankles were getting. Where’s the Drive?”

“In the Club. Everything’s ready except the control board.”

Selena opened the box. She’d made a bigger board, and it sported several sliding switches next to the video game joystick. “These are power intensity,” she said. “I tried to do too much with the first version. The joystick only controls direction now.” She brought out a second, smaller board with a screen that looked like it came from an e-reader. “This is a mass proximity detector so we don’t have to navigate visually when we land. It piggybacks on the distortion. Kind of a natural implication of Jacqueline’s math.”

Jacqueline nodded.

I checked the sky: cloudless and clean. The Club waited, as ready as a ship could be. “Let’s plug her in and see how she flies.”

We looked at each other. Jacqueline wiped a strand of hair from in front of her eyes. I didn’t remember a time when we didn’t know each other. She nodded. Selena smiled the way she always did when she’d finished a project. 

I climbed in last after unmooring the Club, pulling the hatch closed behind me.

Sun through the ports provided plenty of light. Jacqueline took her usual spot. She hung a stop watch around her neck and opened a notebook. Selena sat cross legged next to the oxygen scrubber. The Distortion Drive rested in my usual station. Selena had already attached the new controls. I braced myself against the wall to avoid putting my foot on it as I lowered myself in. 

“What next?” I said. 

Jacqueline said, “Selena and I have been talking, but we weren’t sure how you’d feel about it.”

I held my breath. What could they say now that would be worse than the news they’d already dumped on me? Jacqueline did the math. Her formulas were why we were here. Selena assembled the Distortion Drive. She’d turned Jacqueline’s numbers into reality. They’d done all the work. Maybe they’d tell me I wasn’t needed. Sit still, they’d say. Don’t touch anything.

“It seems obvious to me now,” said Selena.

“I hadn’t thought about it until Selena brought it up,” said Jacqueline, “but there’s really no other choice.”

“None,” said Selena.

I bit my lip. “What are you guys talking about?”

Neither said anything, waiting for the other to speak.

Finally, Jacqueline said, “I can’t drive.”

Selena added, “Me neither.”

Jacqueline leaned forward and toggled a switch on the Distortion Drive. The vacuum tubes flickered before settling into a soft glow. Deep inside the device, a soft buzz arose. The control board lit up. I could see that Selena had labeled the sliding switches, “Slow,” “Faster,” and “Really Fast.”

Jacqueline said, “Would you be our pilot, Minerva?”

“Yeah,” said Selena. “We’d be proud if you took us to the moon, Captain.”

I took a deep breath, a shaky one. “Watch through the ports and tell me what you see.” I pushed the first sliding switch part way up. Jacqueline started her stop watch. Nothing else happened. No lurch like we’d felt in the crane booth. I pushed it a little harder.

Selena gasped, “I think we’re going fast enough.”

Really, I felt nothing, but when I craned my neck to peer out the port, the quarry had dwindled to the size of a postage stamp. Circles of sunlight crept along the Club’s walls which must have been rotating slowly.

Jacqueline studied a notebook, then checked the stopwatch. “We should clear the atmosphere in a few minutes. Faster than I thought the Club could handle, but we’re dragging air with us. No aerodynamic friction.”

I scooted close to the port. Selena joined me. The quarry disappeared, absorbed into a broadening landscape of grid marks that must have been roads and farms, and then those faded from view. The sky grew dark out the side ports. 

“Look,” Selena said in awe, “the Earth’s curve.”

I kept staring down. “That’s North America,” which seemed a stupid thing to say, but the shape I’d been studying for weeks revealed itself below in all its reality. “That’s Maine,” I said, pointing. Then I named all the states on the eastern seaboard, the ones I never identified correctly on the tests. I knew all of them without their boundaries. I knew the rivers, and I bet if it had been night time, I could name the brighter flickers of light, from Chicago to New York, from Washington DC to Atlanta. Every map I’d ever looked at looked right back at me, not abstract at all. The globe became an actual place.

The test tomorrow would be a cinch. I wouldn’t have to be in the ninth grade forever.

Which would be a great place to end the story. I mean, going to the moon rocked awesome and all. We took a bunch of pictures. It took a few tries to get the hang of the steering, but I’m pretty good at driving. I really am.

No, the best part, the one that made it worthwhile, happened after we landed at the quarry, a perfect touchdown late in the evening, I might add, right on the cradle I’d built for the Club.

What a way for us to end the summer. When Jacqueline and Selena moved away, we’d have this adventure to hold us together. You can forget someone you hung out with when you were growing up, just like you can’t name everybody in your kindergarten class picture, but you can never forget your two best friends who went to the moon with you. That’s not a connection you lose.

I thought that as the Sub Club creaked around us, warming from its time in outer space. I wanted to laugh. I couldn’t wait for tomorrow.

The best part happened when Jacqueline scribbled a bunch of figures into her notebook. “I just realized,” she said, “that the same numbers I’ve used to distort space could be used for other purposes.”

“Like what?” I said.

“Teleportation,” she said. “In theory.”

“Oh?” said Selena. “You mean instant travel?”

Jacqueline said, “Press a button, and a person could jump from one place to another. No time involved.”

“Like from Kansas to Virginia?” I said.

“Or Texas?” said Selena.

“Well, sure,” said Jacqueline, “if I had somebody who could turn these equations into a working device.”

Selena said, “And if that person knew somebody who could find the parts.”

I looked out the port at the junkyard, where the klieg lights cast stark shadows and reflected from crumpled chrome and broken glass in the yard beyond, as piercing as the stars we’d so recently been among. “Give me a shopping list.”

Jacqueline said, as if she just grasped it, “We’ve been to the moon! We’re legends. Engineering legends. Just nobody knows yet.”

“No,” I said. “We’re better than that.”

“Indeed,” Selena added.

I took a deep breath, braced myself, and opened the hatch. Outside, the frogs chorused as they always did. I spotted one of the ceramic owls, its eyes like tiny spotlights. Me and my two best friends sat together in a device of our own making.

“We’re Minerva Girls.”
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A Feast of Butterflies

Amanda Hollander
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The day he was told to arrest the girl who ate butterflies had not begun inauspiciously, but perhaps that should have unnerved him. A single ceiling fan made dull rotations, doing nothing to disrupt the humidity, which thickened the air until each breath seemed to clot in the lungs. Summer had burned even hotter than usual in the valley. Rainstorms drowned the fields and mosquitos incessantly whined by the ear. When the constable had first been assigned this post—with a lethargic promise from his superior of a promotion after biding time in the backwash county—he had been told that his main task was to keep peace and ensure the right bribes passed to the outstretched hands of influence. Otherwise, stay out of local affairs. 

The stifling heat of the mountains he endured happily, even moving his chair into the sunniest spot his office offered, but boredom threatened to choke him before the humidity had its chance. He recently had taken up trying to teach himself chess. His only conclusion thus far was that he had little mind for strategy, which, he reflected, did not bode well for his career. Currently, the pieces stood stagnant on the board. The constable rubbed the scaly skin under his collar—the entire outfit was completely unsuited for this climate—but his supervisor made it clear that the uniform Meant Something, and so the constable wore it with resignation. 

He sensed the messenger before he saw her. Footsteps moved across the porch, and then paused. They started again, the vibrations causing the rook to shake. A child stepped inside. Hands clutched a folded note on crisp paper.

He set the pawn in his fingertips down carefully on the board. 

The child walked over the tiles to place the summons—for surely it would be such—on his desk and then disappeared out the door as strangely as she had arrived. The constable moved over to his desk and unfolded the paper. 

Handwriting scrawled on a diagonal across the page: Come. The name underneath he unhappily recognized as one of the community elders whose importance matched the brutality with which he controlled the county. Townspeople referred to him as the Judge. The title bore no legal accuracy, but in effect, a more apt description could hardly have been found, for the court fed from his pockets and he saw fit to act as jury and judge in all local matters. He even, rumor whispered, sometimes acted as executioner, though of course evidence disappeared quickly here, as if it never existed. The constable scanned the note several times for any other information but found nothing. He refolded the paper and tapped a corner against the desktop. 

In the eight months since his arrival, he had been previously summoned only once, and that had been to introduce himself (more accurately, to pay obeisance) to the Judge, who had made him endure several hours of waiting for an audience as a routine demonstration of power. The less he saw of the elder, the better, the constable had decided. But still . . . 

He stretched his hands over his head to catch more of the sunshine that poured through the window. Better to go at once and leave the tedium of his desk. He packed a few items in his satchel and changed his shoes to a more sensible pair—the one alteration he dared make to the uniform—and set out.

● ● ●

A servant escorted the constable to an empty room. He noted that his presence had not merited an offer of food or drink. Not that he would have wanted the sickeningly sweet yellow fruit or lifeless slices of ham they likely would have offered in any case. But the absence of any gesture of hospitality was a clear reminder of his place.

After a surprisingly short amount of time—clearly this visit was more urgent than the Judge’s need to exert authority—the constable found himself conducted to an office. 

The old man sat behind an oversized desk of heavy wood, polished until it gleamed in the sunlight that managed to pierce the shutters. “We don’t like outsiders,” he said.

He policed his reaction. “I am aware. With respect, why have you asked me here?” Better to know the trouble at once.

The Judge tapped a finger on the desktop. “Some of our boys appear to be missing. One of them is my grandson.” He ran a hand through his white hair. 

Really, the constable thought, it was hard to determine if the man were more upset about the disappearance itself or the visible loss of control over one of his heirs, about whom a sizeable report remained discreetly hidden in the back of a locked filing cabinet in the constable’s office. Upon arriving at his new post, he had read the file in its disturbing entirety. The Judge looked agitated but not concerned. 

The constable waited. 

When no more information appeared forthcoming, he dared to clear his throat. “Any more details you might be able to entrust me with, sir?” Yes, that sounded adequately deferential, without being entirely servile. He waited.

A grunt of annoyance. Then, “Five boys, all seventeen and eighteen.” The Judge rubbed his knees and looked to his left, as though his grandson might reappear at any moment in the doorway. “Might be drunk, might still be enjoying themselves. Just find them and bring them back to me. Likely they are gone mischief-making. You know how boys that age are.”

The constable did know. Not because he’d been one of those boys. No. He remembered specific details. Rope. A blow to the ear, which still rang periodically in an echo of the attack. He tried to brush past the ugly memories that coiled in the back of his head. He hoped his expression remained indifferent. “Do you suspect where they may have gone?” He was careful to keep his tone professional.

A small beetle made its way up the table leg. Soft scratchings betrayed its presence. The Judge saw it and with one quick movement, smashed his hand down. Yellow guts oozed out of the broken elytra. He pulled a kerchief from his pocket and cleaned the viscid mess from his fingers. The constable watched as the elder then discarded the hand-embroidered cloth into a bin and idly wondered how many weeks of his wages would have been required to buy it. 

“There’s a girl. In the village on the other side of the mountain.”

“A girl.” The constable rubbed his chafing neck under the collar of the uniform. 

“She’s an unnatural creature. She may know something.”

“Why would she know anything?”

“The boys had an interest. Went over to the village there several times.”

Understanding spread through him like a toxin. The constable maintained a neutral countenance. “And what might you want from me?”

“Arrest her. Drag her down the mountain by the hair if you need to.”

“Impossible.” He saw the anger in the Judge’s face and quickly amended, “I beg your pardon. There is no evidence of wrongdoing and, with the utmost respect, it is too late today to begin the journey to the village.” If the town could be described as suspicious of outsiders, the village around the mountain was hostile. Even if he managed to delay until tomorrow, was he really supposed to drag some poor girl down the mountainside, imprison her, and demand information until the boys—likely drunk in a neighboring county’s brothel or tormenting farmers—decided to return? Even his superior in the police, fool though he was, would baulk at that. 

A mosquito landed on the back of his hand. He thought of the crushed beetle. Instead of swatting the mosquito, he watched it suck his blood and fly away.

Narrowing his eyes, the Judge peered through the slats of the dark shutters. “Go to the mountain village tomorrow. Find the boys and bring them back. You may have five days. But if you don’t find them, bring the girl,” he said. He traced his fingers idly across the faded globe on his desk, which depicted a world already many times remapped. “Make the girl tell you where they’ve gone. And if she needs persuading,” he turned his gaze to the constable, “persuade her.”

● ● ●

The constable rubbed his eyes. Sleep largely had eluded him for he was, by preference, nocturnal. He wrote a discouraged letter to his lover and sipped tepid coffee. Several small bugs now lay drowned in the muddy dregs of his cup. When the pink of dawn pushed across the horizon, he gathered himself, donned the hated uniform, and began to walk.

The climb was merciless. Dense vegetation covered the narrow trail and threatened to swallow it whole. He suspected the villagers had sabotaged any attempts to build a road. A few scattered raindrops put him on alert and he tried to discern the clouds through the leafy treetops. Far more dangerous than the walk was the rain, which bred sudden rivers that pulled a person down the mountainside until the vines reached up, tangled the legs, and held the unfortunate until they turned the flailing limbs into another corpse. It had happened to one of his colleagues. Another ghost he hoped never to encounter. He made a silent entreaty to a deity in whom he no longer believed. Up the miserable, insect-ridden incline, he followed the bending river. 

Finally, the trail reached a place where the trees abruptly tore back from the path and a small house appeared. Paint peeled away from the shutters in long curls. He noted the strange structure and turned back toward the path only to find a child watching him.

The young boy stood looking past him. As the child stared at the dilapidated house, he made a hand gesture, one the constable recognized from his own childhood. A sign to ward off evil. That done, the boy grabbed the constable’s hand and pulled him up the trail toward the village.

The houses were more densely packed the further in they went. Suspicious eyes followed them as they walked. When he reached their destination, the boy nodded to the woman who sat on a house porch. Her hair had been tied back in the twisted knot worn by most of the women here. She looked uneasy as she tapped her foot to a tune being sung by a man and a woman chopping vines. Seeing the boy and the constable, she stood to go inside. A flick of her hand indicated that they should follow.

The house felt even more suffocating than the air outside. A small table sat at the edge of the room. The woman pulled out a chair, its legs dragging painfully over the floorboards. The constable sat across from her. From a pitcher, she poured him a glass of a dark liquid that smelled as though it might strip the garish paint from his office walls. He nodded and took a deep drink, taking care not to cringe as it burned his tongue and throat. Ceremony observed, he waited.

“The Judge sent you.”

The constable nodded. Villagers routinely went to the town for market days. Unsurprising that the news had preceded him. “Five young men are missing. One is the Judge’s grandson. He asked that I speak to a girl here.” Her face soured, prompting a quick addition: “With your kind permission.”

She scoffed at the poorly veiled diplomacy. Her eyes moved across his face to the uniform. She did not attempt to hide that she was evaluating what she saw. Finally, she blinked. “Speak to her if you can. You may not find it easy.” She stood and beckoned him to come with her.

As they wound down the path, villagers watched him from their porches. He noted that several held guns. The woman took him past the sloped fields being cultivated back to the very edge of the village where the river sliced down the mountainside. The current ran strong here on its descent to the valley. Children cooled themselves as they splashed in the water while one girl watched for river serpents from the bank. Her eyes darted across the water as she waited, her fingertips slowly rotating the rock in her hand. The constable shifted his gaze away from the bank.

The path turned away from the river. There was nothing but forest and water until a sudden turn led them to the break in the trees. The path opened up and he realized they had come back to the strange house. Then he saw her. 

The young woman was crouched by a large spider web stretched between whorls in the tree bark. She did not appear to notice them. But could she even see them, he wondered, for butterflies of every color of the rainbow fluttered around her hands and face, some even trying to alight on her eyelashes. They beat the air with light wings. The young woman’s attention, though, was intensely focused on the lines of the spider web. Near the web’s center, a butterfly struggled against the threads that bound it. The young woman’s delicate fingers pulled the creature’s quivering body from the sticky strands. The insect beat its crimson wings furiously as the girl plucked its legs free, one by one. She examined the lines of red and black, glowing in the afternoon sun. Then, as gently as she removed the insect from the web, she folded it into her mouth. Her sharp teeth bit into the butterfly. The wings twitched fiercely, then not at all. Legs crunched and divided between the river stones of her teeth. Antennae hung over her lip. She looked up and saw them watching her. Her tongue slipped out to catch the ends of the legs and swept them into her mouth. She chewed for a moment, then swallowed.

The constable did not even realize he had taken a step forward to stop her until he felt the old woman’s hand on his arm, stilling him. She hissed something under her breath.

Standing, the girl who ate butterflies proceeded to make her way slowly, as if caught in a fever dream, down the path to the small rotting house. The door opened and then shut behind her, seemingly of its own volition. Surely her hand had moved, but with all the butterflies hovering around her, it became hard to tell. The shutters were closed, but the constable could feel eyes peering from inside. She was watching them, he was certain. 

“There,” the elder said. “She’s cursed.”

“I don’t see how this has anything to do with the missing boys. Eating butterflies is strange, but hardly means she’s guilty, or cursed.” It did, though, raise other interesting possibilities, the constable thought. He tried to focus. “Do you know why the Judge suspects her?”

“Her brother died an unnatural death,” she said. “Man who had your job before you came and talked to us. We told him about the boys who shouldn’t have been up this way. Official report was he fell, but we all knew better. The girl knows.”

“Tell me,” he said.

So the woman shared the tale of a sister and a brother, both children of one of the village’s best weavers. Of the bright boy, some young men from town who were cruel and restless, and a brutal fall. When the villagers had brought the child’s body out of the ravine, all murmured how sad and how very strange, for he had been the quickest, the most agile. His arms hung at unimagined angles, the limbs contorted. His lips had turned purple—no one knew why—but otherwise, the villagers claimed to have found no sign of what had caused the bright child to slip and break. The young men who had been seen near the ravine before the boy’s misadventure claimed they knew nothing, laughing only that the rocks by the falls were slippery and treacherous. The boy’s father went soon afterward into the other world. Of heartbreak, some villagers said, though who could know for certain, for illness had been sinking into his soft organs and bones for many months. Which left the girl.

She had closed the shutters that day, the old woman said, and none other than her had entered the house since. Mourning gifts of fruit were left to ripen and rot, their pulp bursting from the browning skins, enticing flies, and ants, all crawling over each other’s bodies to suck the flesh dry of syrup. The stench soon faded and only the sun-bleached pits and stems remained. Then, the girl had opened the door, swept the trash off the step, and stood facing the sun. A butterfly, half-indigo, half-emerald, flitted near her mouth. The dazzling wings settled on her lip. One beat. Two beats. The girl carefully touched the delicate legs with her tongue, then pulled it into her mouth, only the shaking antennae protruding over her lower lip. The villager who had seen her shrank back. He ran into the village and told everyone that the girl had been taken with madness. 

Did she herself know when she had begun to crave the butterflies, their madly colored wings beating outside her window, cracked to bring a breeze into the still heat of the house? When she lay in her hammock, the afternoon sun pushing against the shutters, did her craving for color and flight wake her? And the butterflies were drawn to her, hovering by her hands and dark lips. They flew desperately next to death, as though aching to taste its mysteries in the moment of their own consumption. The elder shook her head.

Perhaps she was drawn to the color, the villagers had thought. The old woman explained to the constable that they had strewn her doorstep with flowers—wild mountain roses vivid as rubies dug from the earth’s arteries, hot pink blooms that scorched the air, indigo petals that soothed even as they drew the eye like a flame. The flowers had lain until they blistered and rotted in the sun, their perfumes become a mix of noxious smells that poisoned the air of any who dared wander near. Next, they had brought birds trapped in the forest. Their feathered, lifeless bodies seemed to bore her, though the girl’s eyes did flicker briefly to the wings. She would speak to no one and closed her door against any visitors. Only one sound, that of the loom furiously working, ever slipped out of the house.

“Truly,” the old woman said, shaking her head, “it might be best to let the Judge take her and do what he will. The girl’s grief has changed her.”

The constable scratched underneath his collar. An elder who wanted a scapegoat to punish until his wayward grandson was located. A village willing to discard its altered daughter. The constable wished achingly for his lover. What advice would he offer? For there was no one, he thought, as he looked back at the dark shutters and the eyes he was sure stared out from behind them, who would speak for the girl who ate butterflies.

● ● ●

After a few more questions, the constable made his excuses and began the trek down the mountain before darkness swept over the path. Back in his office, he flicked on the light switch. Insects quickly spun themselves in dizzy circles around the bulb, occasionally burning themselves when they tried to land. A large rat ran along the wall and squeezed itself into a crack. The constable noted the spot. He could deal with the rodent later. The keys jingled at his waist as he found the one for the metal file cabinet. With a grating whine, the drawer pulled loose. 

He located his predecessor’s notes tucked in the far back. The nondescript brown folder had many carefully handwritten pages tucked inside.

As sweat beaded on his temple, the constable removed the hated collar of his uniform and read the notes. They were detailed. The sister of the dead boy taken out of the ravine had come in tears. She had begged the previous constable to intervene. Not an accident, she was cited as saying in the notes. Her brother’s death, she insisted, had been perpetrated by boys from the town. Five boys. The names were written in pencil. Erasable, if need be. The constable recognized each of the names.

He flipped through and found the notes from inquiries. The boy’s death? An accident, the Judge had insisted. To interview his grandson? Impossible. The young man had recently departed to visit relatives for an undetermined amount of time and was unable to attend an interview himself. A statement might be sent via telegram. 

Several people, all of whom had connections to the Judge (the previous constable had noted and underlined) declared the girl insane. Prone to foolish fancies, they asserted. But, the previous constable had noted in soft pencil lead barely visible in the margins, harm had been done to the dead boy not explained by a fall. Harm the coroner had left out of the official report.

As the constable continued reading, he felt sickened. He knew what actions would cause the injuries listed. Rope binding his wrists. Twisting as he tried to writhe away from them on his belly, desperate to strike and flee, but their hands had held his legs fast. He remembered the sound of the belt buckle most of all. He tried desperately to slough off his memories, which clung to him like an old and unwanted skin.

The path to protecting himself later became clear. The uniform was poor defense in a vicious world, but it also was a disguise at times, into which he could disappear. What did the girl have? Villagers, the lying townspeople, they all said the girl had been driven insane.

He watched the insects flitting desperately against the bulb that burned them if they came too close. Injustice, he thought, as he pictured the girl who ate butterflies. Injustice could drive you mad. Or, he reflected with venom as he watched the insects crowd and dance around the artificial light overhead, it could change your very nature.

● ● ●

He left again in the middle of the night. Shadows warped the path and moonlight caught on the leaves and branches overhead. Bats beat through the air and all the creatures that crept and slithered through the dark moved unseen on either side of the trail as the constable wended his way up. The uniform hung on his office chair and he relished moving freely. He made much faster progress, finally stopping when he reached the house. He noted that vines and ferns had started to encroach on the decaying roof. He waited.

Eventually, the girl appeared. She stepped barefoot out of her house, surrounded by a chaotic flutter. Instead of butterflies, a hundred moths now danced past her face and fingertips. She walked across the path, nearer to the river. When she reached the tree where the constable and the elder woman had watched her earlier, she bent over a web that appeared to shiver in the starlight. He watched as she transformed—legs sprouting, body shrinking. The moths scattered in confusion, the girl now gone. Steadily, a dark body and legs started the careful climb up to the tree whorl. Slowly, steadily, the spider began to spin.

His suspicions confirmed, the constable turned and quietly slid back into the shadows and down the mountain. When he arrived at his office, he reached for pen and paper to write a new letter. Words, though, seemed to have abandoned him.

Returning to the file case, he pulled out other documents from the past year and a half. Four unsolved murders. Three girls and the one boy. All similar injuries. All dead in falls that did not explain the injuries recorded by the coroner. His predecessor, the constable realized, had deliberately separated the cases and notes. How much had the bribe been? Did he sleep peacefully now, transferred to his more desirable post, pockets generously filled? The uniform, mercilessly starched, sat carefully on its hanger. He stared at the colorful badges stitched cheerfully along the breast pocket. He wished only to remain safe, but what had he hidden in turn?

When he looked down, he cursed. His hand rested on the ruined paper, the inkblot spread across the page. There would not, he thought bitterly, ever be justice in a town like this. Certainly not for an altered girl on the mountainside. 

● ● ●

When the boys did not reappear, fearful whispers began to haunt doorways and corners. What might the Judge do if he didn’t find them? 

The constable spent three days interviewing the families, all prominent, about their missing sons. Their mouths told stories of their fine natures, their bright futures. The servants’ faces told very different tales. But all followed the assigned speech, as he recounted with despair in his letters, which he locked away in the file cabinet without sending.

After the constable had exhausted himself and his assistant with unproductive searches and several telegrams, all of which had been unhelpfully answered, he received a command from the Judge to bring a report. The constable found himself in the office again, staring across the large desk. The Judge stood, rage pouring from his eyes. 

“All this time and nothing? No news of the boys?” He clenched his fists.

“None.” The constable waited.

When the hit came, he expected it. Pain shot through his midsection. He dropped to his knees, clutching his stomach as the Judge stood over him. He said nothing. More words would only enrage him further. He felt his insides shift, teeth biting into his lip until he could taste his own blood as he forced himself not to move.

“Bring the girl,” the Judge snapped. “She must know something. I want my grandson back. Bring the girl or I will get her myself.”

● ● ●

The constable climbed around the mountain once again. Birds quieted their chatter when he slipped past, then resumed after he’d moved a safe distance ahead. 

When he came to the house of the girl who ate butterflies, he walked up to the porch. Light slipped through the cracked door to catch on a loom, where dozens of brightly colored threads danced across the warp. He sensed someone and twisted his head. She stood outside in the shadow of the house. Several butterflies flitted near her mouth. Two perched on her forehead, slowly beating the dazzling colors of their wings as though they would fan the face of the girl who would break them between her teeth. 

The constable had considered all night what he might say to her. What advice to give, what truths to reveal or hide. Her eyes followed him as he nodded and placed a letter on the step. It was a risk, confiding in the girl in writing. He preferred to keep his own thoughts camouflaged, safe. Nonetheless . . . He backed away until he was half-tucked into the trees. Far enough that she understood he would not come near her. With quick steps, she ran and plucked up the letter and scurried back inside. Quietly, the door closed behind her.

He waited. 

Shadows stretched and yawned over the house. At last, a soft creak and she peered out. Half a dozen blue butterflies rested on her hair. The remnants of a yellow wing clung to her lips. She nodded once to the constable.

When he finally made his way back to the office, he sat at his desk. The letter to his beloved was short, but hope swept the ink through every line.

● ● ●

When the Judge announced he would go around the mountain, he demanded the constable accompany him. The white-haired man brought several of his servants, all armed. They set out long before the sun. Their heavy steps snapped outstretched ferns from their stems. The constable noted the trampled leaves that sank into the muddy footprints. An early morning rainfall made the walk more dangerous and slippery than usual. 

When they reached the village, the Judge conferred with the old woman. Out here, some concessions still needed to be made. A bargain was struck. Advantages for the village in return for their assistance. An agreement to first try luring her out before using force, lest the girl bring her curse down upon them. The villagers gathered. The Judge stood nearby with several of his men, who nervously exchanged glances when the Judge could not see them. Quietly, the constable stood to the side, as he had been instructed. No one wished to enter the cursed house. 

The villagers conferred among themselves as the Judge grew impatient. How to capture the girl, who looked too fragile to tie with rope, too quick to snare and compel to walk with them? In the end, a fisherman volunteered his net for the task. The netting was unusually fine. Perfect, they whispered, to catch the girl who ate butterflies. As instructed, the constable bore witness, but did not interfere with their preparations.

They decided that first they would try to lure her out. The villagers collected their courage in baskets of offerings. Dew wet their footsteps as they made their way to the door. The children—carefully chosen—laid their offerings down. Golden honeycomb, fruit so ripe it might burst in the hand. One child stumbled back, his nerves worn from too little sleep, and a few fragrant drops of rare blossom liquor floated for a moment into the air before disappearing into the mist. When the elder woman knocked, though, the constable noted, her hand trembled. Footsteps creaked somewhere beyond the door, which did not open. The constable waited a step behind the Judge.

Sunshine drew the dew from their feet and burned off the mist. A bird landed on the tree reaching over the front of the house. The small home revealed nothing, the shutters tightly latched against light or breeze. Humidity bound the air with suffocating force. The Judge, his temper no longer contained, stepped forward and pounded on the door. Let the girl who ate butterflies explain herself. 

As though by an invisible hand, the door opened.

Light flew into the room. The Judge stormed in, the constable racing forward on his heels. Cloth stretched from floor to ceiling. The weaver’s daughter had been busy behind the shutters. Reds, blues, greens, purples, oranges, yellows—burning and iridescent. The constable blinked, dazzled. Only when his eyes adjusted did he realize that the cloth twisted to form several cocoon-like bundles, each suspended from the ceiling and walls by colorful ropes that dove and lifted across the room. 

The Judge walked up and raised a hand to the tightly wound cloth. Slowly, his fingers unwound the casing. As the shape began to reveal itself, the Judge’s hands shook, but he did not stop. The last stretch of cloth fell away. The perfectly preserved face of the first missing boy. The corpse’s dark eyes stared into the abyss of an afterlife, which, from his terrified expression, had judged him without forgiveness. The Judge tore the cloth away from another and another, until, pale and shaking, he came to the fifth. He commanded a servant to unwind the cloth. The constable gestured him away and moved forward himself. 

With a deep breath, he reached out and unwrapped the bundle, layer after colorful layer, until the mummified face of the Judge’s grandson stared back. The Judge’s screams carried out over the path to the river to be swept downstream. From the dead boy’s gaping mouth, a white moth pulled forward its fat body, climbed out from between the corpse’s lips, and took flight over his head. Amid the wails, other villagers began to untangle the truth of the fine cloth crisscrossing the house until the story had grown wings. By the time they reached the town, the constable knew, everyone would have heard. Five boys missing. Five boys found. 

And the girl who ate butterflies was gone.

● ● ●

Each body was cut down and twisted into a hammock to be borne by servants along the treacherous path. Once they had begun their pained descent, the constable insisted on inspecting the home for evidence. He emerged not long after, declaring none could be found.

Mourning bells in the town rang out for days as the funerals were arranged.

Three nights later, the Judge returned to the village and tried to burn the house of the girl who ate butterflies, but a rainstorm fell from a clear sky and quenched the flame. An omen, the villagers decided, and agreed to let the house continue its gradual rot. After all, they murmured, the ferns and vines that crawled up the walls and wormed through the decaying roof would reclaim the cursed place for the forest. And so they simply turned their backs, as if no home had ever stood there.

Perhaps the Judge might have plotted some other revenge, but the next day, he was found dead, his skin rubbery to the touch of the horrified servant who discovered him. A snakebite on the ankle. The venom had killed him slowly. How the snake had gotten into the office, no one knew. A search for the creature had been conducted by the household, though only a few harmless garden snakes were located. The servants chopped off their heads with a hoe, nonetheless. The Judge’s daughter assumed control of his affairs with a firm—though, it was observed, not tyrannical—hand, to the relief of all in the town. Yet no one passed the house without a discreet gesture to ward off whatever malevolent spirits had visited there. Not even the Judge, the superstitious folk of the mountain murmured to each other, could meddle with the unnatural.

● ● ●

After the last of the funerals, which the constable had, on the recommendation of his superior, attended, he found himself again faced with a quiet office. The fan continued to beat above him. The town started to return to its habits and ways, as of course it must. The constable wrote up the notes on the case with enormous precision and returned them to the filing cabinet. 

Once he had ensured that his tasks for the day were completed, and his assistant dispatched for the weekend, he carefully closed the shutters and the door.

The rat he had seen before began to run along the wall. The constable shifted in his seat. His muscles coiled and he sprang across the room, his teeth sinking into the fur and flesh. Venom quickly stilled the rodent’s twitching. The constable withdrew his fangs and tried to take the paralyzed creature into his mouth. It didn’t fit. He unhinged his jaw and swallowed the animal whole, the tail the last bit to slip past his lips and down his gullet. He felt powerful relief, finally having eaten. Returning to his desk, he slithered up the leg to coil in the warm slant of sunlight that shone through the slats of the shutters. The hated uniform lay pooled on the floor.

Up in a corner of the ceiling, the spider that he had hidden beneath the starched collar of his uniform on the journey down the mountainside busied herself with spinning. The intricate patterns wove in and out and in and out, the fine threads catching the dusty twilight. 

● ● ●

When the postman arrived the next morning, he found himself happily received. His letters delivered, he took a seat underneath the fan, glad for a short break from the heat outside. The constable offered the man a drink and the two discussed the sad happenings, about which the constable had no real theories. The postman agreed that they lived in strange times. Glass lifted to his chapped lips, the postman drained his drink. When he stood to leave, he paused and noted to the constable that, although he did not himself care for spiders, it was beautiful how the strands in the web in his office seemed to glow with every color of the rainbow.
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Egoli

T.L. Huchu
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Stare up at the infinite stars through the port window of your hut and see the passage of eras. The light has travelled millions of years and you are directly looking at the past. You are unable to sleep despite the undlela zimhlophe the herbalist prescribed. It’s the dreams, the very lucid dreams, the herb induces that scare you the most—you’ve already seen so much in this world. Your eyes aren’t quite what they once were, but you see well enough to make out shadow and light, the pinpricks in the vast canvas that engulfs the world before sunrise. You are old now and don’t sleep much anymore. There will be plenty of time for that when they plant you in the soil where they buried your rukuvhute; right there under the roots of the msasa and mopani trees where those whose voices whisper in the wind lie patiently waiting. Your grandson Makamba messaged you yesterday and told you to look south to the heavens before dawn. This window faces east.

Your bladder calls out urgently so you grab your cane and waddle out, stepping round your sleeping mat and opening the door outside. Once you had to stoop to get under the thatch. Now, you’ve lost a bit of height and your bent back means you walk right under it with inches to spare. Your pelvis burns and you’re annoyed at the indignity of being rushed. It seems that time has even made your body, which has birthed eight children, impatient with you as you go round the back of the sleeping hut, lean against the wall, hitch up your skirts, spread your legs and lighten yourself there. The latrine is much too far away. The trickle runs between your calloused bare feet and steam rises.

“Maihwe zvangu,” you groan midway between relief and exertion.

When you are done, you tidy yourself, carefully step away from the wall, and patrol the compound. Each step is a monumental effort. It takes a while before your muscles fully wake and your joints stop complaining, but you know the drill now, how you must keep going before your body catches up. Young people talk slow when they address you, but they don’t know your mind’s still sharp—it’s just the rest of you that’s a bit worn out. That’s okay too; you remember what it was to be young once. Indeed you were only coming into your prime when the whole family was huddled around Grandfather’s wireless right there by the veranda of that two roomed house, the one with European windows and a corrugated zinc metal roof that was brand new then and the envy of the village. Grandfather Panganayi was a rural agricultural extension worker who rode a mudhudhudu round Charter district working for the Rhodesians until he’d made enough money to build his own home. You remember he was proud of that house, the only one in the compound with a real bed and fancy furniture, whose red floor smelled of Cobra and whose whitewashed walls looked stunning in the sunlight compared to the muddy colours of the surrounding huts, just as he was proud of the wireless he’d purchased in Fort Victoria when he was sent there for his training. Through his wireless radio with shiny knobs that no one but he was allowed to touch, the marvels of the world beyond your village reached you via shortwave from the BBC World Service, and because you didn’t speak English, few of you did, the boys that went to school, not you girls, Grandfather Panganayi had to translate the words into Shona for you to hear. In one of those news reports, it was only one of many but this one you still remember because it struck you, they said an American—you do not remember his name—had been fired into the sky in his chitundumusere-musere and landed on the moon.

And so you looked up in the night sky and saw the moon there and tried to imagine that there was a mortal man someplace beside the rabbit on the moon, but try as you might you could not quite picture it. It seemed so foolish and implausible. You thought Grandfather Panganayi was pulling your leg; that these nonsensical words he had uttered were in jest and that perhaps was what he did all the time on those nights you gathered around his wireless listening to those crackly voices, the static and hiss, disrupting the quiet. But you kept this all to yourself. What could you have known, you who then could neither read nor write, you who had never been to Enkeldoorn or Fort Victoria, let alone seen Salisbury, you whose longest journey was that one travelled from your parent’s kraal, fifteen miles across the other side of the village to come here when you got married. The wedding—now that was a feast! The whole village turned up, as they do. So Grandfather Panganayi was really your grandfather-in-law but you cared for him as much as your own because the bonds of matrimony and kinship meant everything here.

One day when you were young, much younger than on the night of that insane broadcast, only a little girl really, you were sat on the floor of the kitchen hut. Yes, that one at your parent’s homestead that looks exactly like this one over here, the one with the black treated cow dung floor with a fireplace in the centre and benches on the fringes. The one with thatch darkened by smoke and a display unit with pots, pans, calabashes and gourds, one of which held the mahewu Grandmother Madhuve, your real grandmother, offered to you in a yellow metal Kango cup, and you clapped your hands like a polite little girl before you received it and, said, “Maita henyu, gogo,” then drank the bitter, nourishing brew. It was on this day she told you about her people, who were not your people since you were your father’s child and therefore of his people, just as your children were not of your clan but of your husband’s, an offshoot of the Rozvi whose empire that had ruled these savannah plains back when people wore nhembe and carried spears and knobkerries. Long before the time of wireless radios and the strange tongues that rang out from them.

You stop and rest against your cane, because the dog has barked and it is now running towards you from some place in the darkness. The sound of its paws against the bare earth tell you it is coming from the grove of mango trees near the granary to your left. It growls then slows down seeing you, wags its tail and comes nearer. There’s no intruder to fight.

“Kana wanga uchitsvaga mbava nhasi wairasa,” you say, as the mongrel brushes affectionately against your leg.

A firefly sparks bioluminescent green against the darkness of the compound. You don’t need a light, you know every inch of this ground well. Careful now, there are fissures where rainwater has run towards the river, eroding the soil. See the dwala rise up just ahead. That’s it, plant that cane in front of you and tread lightly. Then you remember the story Grandmother told you about the Rozvi emperor Chirisamhuru, because . . . His name meant the small boy who looks after the calves while the older boys herd cattle, or, less literally, one who minds trivial things, and his parents must have understood his true nature even as a child, because once he found himself master of the savannah plains, he set his mind towards nothing but his own comfort and glory. Wives—he had plenty, meat—he ate daily, beer—was his water. Still, none of the praise poets and the flatterers that overflowed his court could satiate his incredible ego.

And so Chirisamhuru sat, brooding in his kraal, the gold and copper bracelets he wore bored him, the silver adorning his spear meant nothing, and the comforts of his leopard skin nhembe were no longer enough to make him feel great, neither were the caresses of his beautiful wives, for he needed his subjects and the world beyond the tall grass kingdom to know he was the mightiest emperor who’d ever walked the Earth. His advisors, seeing their lord thus filled with melancholy, deliberated for many days until they had a plan. Those grey-haired wise men representing all the clans in his empire came and crouched before Chirisamhuru and presented their proposal. With his leave, the Rozvi would plunder the heavens and present to their emperor the moon for his plate. So that when the peoples of the world looked up into the moonless night they would know it was because the greatest emperor was using it to feast on. When Grandmother told you this story, you were at the age where it was impossible to discern fact from fiction, for such is the magic of childhood, and so you could imagine the magnificent white light radiating from a plate just like the Kango crockery you used at your meals.

Here you go over the dwala. Turn away from the compound and carefully descend down the slope, mindful of scree and boulders, for your home is set atop a small granite hill. Now you carry on past the goat pen. You can smell them, so pungent in the crisp air. The cock crows, dawn must break soon. The others still aren’t up yet. Only witches are abroad this hour, you think with a chuckle, stopping to catch your breath. It’s okay, your children have all flown the coop or you have buried them already so now you live with a disparate caste of your husband’s kinsmen, rest his soul too. The three eldest boys left one after the other, following the railway tracks south across the border to Egoli where there was work to be had in the gold mines in Johannesburg or the diamond mines at Kimberley, just like their uncles before them. There they toiled beneath the earth’s surface, braving cave-ins and unimaginable dangers. None of them ever came back. Not one. All you got were telegrams and letters containing the occasional photograph or money that they remitted back to you here in the village to support you. You would rather have had your sons than those rands anyway. What use did you have for money in this land when you worked the soil and grew your own food; here where the forests were abundant with game and wild fruits and berries and honey, the rivers and lakes brimming with mazitye, muramba and other fish. Their father, rest his soul, drank most of the money at the bottle store in the growth point anyway and still had enough left over to pay lobola for your sister-wife sleeping in one of those huts yonder. You did alright with your four daughters, they married well, finding good men with good jobs in the cities. The youngest boy you buried in that family plot there since he could not even take to the breast. At least there are the grandchildren, some who you’ve never seen and the precious few you seldom see.

In the meantime, you linger—waiting.

Adjust your shawl, the nip in the air is unkind to your wrinkled flesh that looks so grey it resembles elephant hide though with none of the toughness. You forgot to wear your doek and the small tufts of hair left on your head give you little protection. You really ought to turn back, go to the kitchen, light a fire and make yourself a nice, hot cup of tea. After that you can sit with your rusero beside you, shelling nuts until the others wake. But you’re stubborn, so on you go—mind your step—down towards that cattle kraal where the herd is lowing, watching your approach. The wonderful scent of dung makes the land feel rich and fertile. No one need ever leave this village to be swallowed up by the world beyond. Everything you could ever want or need is right here, you think as you stand and observe the darkness marking the forest below stretching out until it meets the stars in the distance, there, where down meets up.

Come on now, this short excursion has worn out your legs. Gone are the days you were striding up and down this hill balancing a bucket of water from the river atop your head every morning. That’s long behind you. There you go, sit down on that nice rock, take the weight off. Doesn’t that feel nice? The dog’s come to join you. Let him lie on your feet, that’ll keep them warm. Oh, how lovely. Catch your breath—the day is yet to begin.

You reach into your blouse and search inside your bra, right there where you used to hide what little money you had because no thief would dare feel up a married woman’s breasts, but now you pull out a smartphone. Disturbed, it flicks to life, the light on the screen illuminating your face. So much has changed in your lifetime. The world has changed and you along with it. You were a grown woman by the time you taught yourself to read—can’t put an age to it, the exact date of your birth was never recorded. You pieced out the art of reading from your children’s picture books and picked up a little English from what they brought back from Masvaure Primary, and then even more from Kwenda Mission where they attended secondary school. Bits and pieces of those strange words from Grandfather Panganayi’s wireless became accessible to you. Now even old newspapers left by visitors from the city to be used for toilet roll are read first before they find their way into the pit latrine. You are not a good reader but a slow one, and if the words are too long then they pass right over your head. But you still like stories with pictures, so when your granddaughter Keresia introduced you to free online comic books, you took to them like a duck to water—the more fanciful the story, the better.

You were ready when your second son Taurai in Egoli sent you this marvel, the mobile, and it changed your world in an instant. Through pictures and video calls and interactive holograms you were able to see the faces of the loved ones you missed and the grandchildren you’d never held in your arms. They spoke with strange accents as if they were not their father’s blood but from a different tribe entirely, yet even then you saw parts of your late husband Jengaenga in their faces and snippets of yourself in them. With this device that could be a wireless radio, television, book and newspaper all in one, you kept abreast with more of the world outside your village than Grandfather Panganayi ever could. More importantly, you harnessed its immense power, and now you could predict the rainfall patterns for your farming. They no longer performed rainmaking ceremonies in the village, not since Kamba died, but now you could tell whether the rains would fall or not, and how much. Now you knew which strain of maize to grow, which fertiliser to use; it was all there in the palm of your hand.

You’ve lived through war, the second Chimurenga, survived drought and famine, outlasted the Zimbabwean dollar, lost your herd to rinderpest and rebuilt it again, have been to more weddings and funerals than you care to recall, seen many priests come and go at the mission nearby, and witnessed the once predictable seasons turn erratic as the world warmed. All that and much more has happened in the span of your lifetime. Indeed it is more useful to forget than it is to remember or else your mind would be overwhelmed and your days lost to reminiscences. And if you did that then you would miss moments like this, just how stunning the sky is before dawn. While you wait for Nyamatsatsi the morning star to reign, some place up there in Gwararenzou the elephant’s walk that you’ve heard called the Milky Way, you can still find Matatu Orion’s Belt, or turn your gaze to see Chinyamutanhatu the Seven Sisters, those six bright stars of which they say a seventh is invisible to the naked eye, and there you can see Maguta and Mazhara the small and large Magellanic Clouds seemingly detached from the rest of the Milky Way. You know how if the large Magellanic Cloud Maguta is more visible it means there will be an abundant harvest, but if the small Mazhara is more prominent then as its name suggests there would be a drought.

Yes, you could always read the script of the heavens. They are an open book.

But now you look down and check your phone, because your grandson Makamba is travelling. He said on the video call yesterday if you looked south you might see him. There’s nothing there yet. Wait. Fill your lungs with fresh air.

Now you recall Grandmother’s tale of how the Rozvi set about to build a great tower so they could reach the sky and snatch the moon for their emperor. It is said they chopped down every tree in sight for their structure and slaughtered many oxen for thongs to bind the stairs. Heavenbound they went one rung at a time. For nearly a year they were at it, rising ever higher, but they did not realise that beneath them termites and ants were eating away at the untreated wood. And so it was the tower collapsed killing many people who were working atop it. Some say, as Grandmother claimed, this marked the end of the Rozvi Empire. Others like Uncle Ronwero say, no, having lost that battle, the Rozvi decided instead to dig up Mukono the big rock and offer it to their emperor for his throne. But as they dug and put logs underneath to lever it free, the rock fell upon them and many more died. A gruesome end either way.

There it is, right there amongst the stars. You had thought it was a meteor or comet, but its consistency and course in the direction Makamba showed you on the holographic projection can only mean it is his chitundumusere-musere streaking like a bold wanderer amongst the stars. You follow its course through the heavens, as the cock crows, and the cows low, and the goats bleat, and the dog at your feet stirs. Makamba said he was a traveller, like those Americans from the wireless from long ago, but he wasn’t going to the moon. He was going beyond that. These young people! He’d not so much as once visited his own ancestral village, yet there he was talking casually about leaving the world itself. So you asked, “Where and what for?” And he explained that there are some gigantic rocks somewhere in the void beyond the moon but before the stars, and that those rocks were the new Egoli. Men wanted to mine gold and other precious minerals from there and bring them back to Earth for profit. Makamba was going to prepare the way for them. If he had grown up with you, maybe you could have told him the story of the Emperor Chirisamhuru and the moon plate, and maybe that might have put a stop to this brave foolishness. First the village wasn’t enough for your own children, now it seems the world itself is not enough for their offspring. In time only old people will be left here, waiting for death, and who then will tend our graves and pour libation to the ancestors?

You watch in wonder the white dot in the sky journeying amongst the stars on this clear and wondrous night. Then you sigh. You’ve lived a good life and there is a bit more to go still. Let your grandson travel as he wills. When he returns, if he chooses to make the shorter trip across the Limpopo, through the highways and the dirt roads, to see you at last in this village where his story began, then you will offer him maheu, slaughter a cow for him and throw a feast fit for an emperor on whatever plate he chooses to bring back with him from the stars. But he must not take too long now. If he is late he will find you planted here in this very soil underneath your feet and your soul will be long gone, joining your foremothers in the grassy plains.

“Ndiko kupindana kwemazuva,” you say. The horizon is turning orange, a new dawn is rising.
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In the middle of the night, when he got up to use the bathroom, Michael encountered the ghost of his ex-wife. 

He was sleeping in the house he had grown up in, on an inflatable mattress in the bedroom that had been his until he had gone away to college almost forty years ago. His sister Ellen had been living there, but she moved to Cincinnati to take a new job and the house had been on the market ever since. She asked Michael to keep an eye on it. She didn’t expect him to move in, but Michael told her that, since Dad had built the house with his own hands, he wanted to spend a little time there before it passed out of the family forever. That was his story, anyway. 

He’d had to get up to go to the bathroom with increasing frequency in recent years. Just one more of the pleasures of aging. He was shuffling down the dim hallway, the hardwood floor cool under his bare feet. He came to the bend just before the bathroom and there was Lauren, standing not six feet away. He stumbled back.

“Why did you leave me?” Lauren asked. The tone of her voice was one that Michael knew well: calm, but with a sea of turbulence beneath its surface. He had done something wrong. He knew he had; she didn’t have to remind him. That had been his life in the last years of the marriage: a shuttle between the poles of resentment and guilt, with an occasional side trip into frustrated desire. 

Lauren stood very still, looking at him, as real as a fist. She wore a light blue sweater with parallel black lines across her chest. Her hair was long, as in the first decade of their marriage. A pale beautiful oval ghostly face. 

Maybe ten seconds passed. Finally, he managed some hoarse words. “Why are you here?” 

“We spent twenty-eight years together,” she said.

He felt his pulse in his throat. “What do you want from me?”

“I want the truth.” She turned and walked into the living room. When he followed her, the room was empty.

He touched his hand to his head. He took a deep breath. Yes, he was awake. He went to the bathroom, relieved himself, then returned to the bedroom. 

He told himself it was some vivid fantasy, but lying on the air mattress, hearing the furnace turn on and then off, he felt a bone-deep uneasiness. Lauren was not dead. She was alive and living in the house they had lived in for the last twenty years. 

● ● ●

For the first six months after moving out, he’d taken a month-to-month lease on an upscale two-bedroom apartment. But the haggling over the separation agreement went on for a long time, and while it did, he was paying his own rent as well as covering the mortgage and utilities on the house. His savings account bled like a combat victim and by the time the papers were signed, he was in the red. At the software company, he was a contract worker and he worried that when his contract ran out they would let him go. So when Ellen moved out of their parents’ house he was happy to ditch his apartment, put most of his furniture in storage, and live there as long as he could.

Michael’s eerie feeling would not go away. He fished through the pocket of the jeans draped over his opened suitcase and got out his cell phone. He called Lauren’s landline—eight months ago it had been his own number. It was three-thirty in the morning.

The phone rang five, six, seven times. After the ninth ring, he was about to give up when somebody answered.

“Hello?” It was Lauren. She sounded worried.

Now that he heard her voice, the absurdity of his call came down on him. He considered hanging up. 

“Who is this?” she asked.

“It’s me,” he said. “Michael.” 

He heard her exhale. “What do you want?” No shouting, no hanging up. She was always civilized, but he heard the undertone of anger: more of his foolishness. He couldn’t disagree with her.

“Are you all right?” he asked. 

“For pity’s sake, Michael. It’s three a.m.”

“I—I had a dream about you.”

She laughed a curt laugh. “I have nightmares about you.” She hung up. 

He listened to the silent phone. “That went well,” he told it.

● ● ●

As Michael drove to work through the freezing December morning, the radio began playing “Brand New Cadillac” by the Clash. He hadn’t heard the song in years. He cranked up the volume as he waited at the Linden Boulevard intersection, shouting the words along with Joe Strummer. 

When the light went green and he started into the intersection, he caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye. 

He hit the brakes, his tires squealed, and the black Suburban ran the red light, missing his front bumper by inches. The driver, a woman, sped by, pretty as you please, and was gone. 

Michael’s heart slammed against his rib cage. The guy behind him leaned on his horn. Michael flipped the bird at him, got a grip on himself, and started again, trembling with adrenaline. If the woman had T-boned him, he would have been a dead man. “She ain’t never coming back,” Strummer moaned. Shaken, he drove the last few blocks to the office. 

He was on a three-person team writing documentation for the operating system upgrade. The upgrade was three months late. The software engineers kept sending over revisions, and the perpetually revised copy Michael produced became a muddle. He was the oldest guy there, paid more than the others, but he worked in a cube for a boss who was fifteen years his junior. 

“We need the documentation by the first,” Franklin told him. Michael looked down on the younger man’s thinning hair.

“When have I ever missed a deadline?”

“You don’t miss deadlines, but your copy is neither precise nor graceful. For the salary you are drawing, we expect superior work.”

Franklin was the kind of writer who put apostrophes in plural nouns. Michael bit his tongue and told him that he would do his best. 

He preferred to work alone; it took twice as much time to do the writing collaboratively, and half of that extra time was spent correcting mistakes his team put into the copy that Michael only had to take out again. 

Donna Cameron from marketing came by at 11:45. “Do you want to go to lunch?” she asked.

Michael and Donna had been dating off and on. “Sure,” he said.

They drove from the office park to a strip mall, went into a deli, and ordered sandwiches. They took a table by the window. In the parking lot, women in winter coats and jeans wheeled carts laden with groceries. Dirty snow was piled at the foot of the light poles. 

Michael took off his scarf. They talked about work for a while, made a tentative plan to go out to a movie that weekend. Donna told him a story about her mother. Michael didn’t want to think about mothers. His mind went to the apparition he had seen the night before.

“Do you believe in ghosts?” he asked.

“Never seen one,” she said. “Have you?”

“I think maybe I saw one last night.”

“Really?”

“Except it wasn’t a ghost. It was somebody who isn’t dead. My ex.” He told her the story.

Donna seemed excited by the prospect. “Maybe it was a doppelgänger. A double.”

“If it were a doppelgänger, wouldn’t it be me, not Lauren?”

“Be glad it wasn’t you. A doppelgänger is supposed to be a sign that you’re going to die soon.”

“Seriously?”

“Some scientists have done experiments where, using electrical stimulation of the brain, they produced the feeling in a subject that there was another person in the room, their double. You didn’t have your iPhone plugged into a socket near your head, did you?” 

“How do you know all this stuff?”

“I majored in psychology. See how it got me this great job?”

Donna’s playfulness was exhausting him. “Anyway, it freaked me out—what I saw.” He decided he wouldn’t go into his feelings of guilt. He didn’t want to make her think he was some basket case.

“Or you could be the ghost,” Donna said. “Like in that Nicole Kidman movie where she lives in the haunted house with her kids, but in the end it’s them who are the ghosts, and the people they think are the ghosts are the living ones.”

Michael tried to laugh. She saw he wasn’t getting the joke. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make fun of your situation.”

“It’s okay.”

“I don’t think you’re dead, Michael.” She gave a shy smile and, beneath the table, bumped his leg with her knee. 

“I don’t think I’m dead, either. Dead men don’t worry about paying the bills.”

“I’ll get lunch,” said Donna.

● ● ●

The truth? The truth was, Michael and Lauren had spent twenty-eight years together, and he had been unhappy for the last decade.

He’d told himself that everybody was unhappy; only fools or adolescents expected happiness. Michael and Lauren did their jobs, took care of their teenaged son Trevor, watched TV at night. They’d been seeing a counselor and had come to a way of living that suited Lauren; it did not satisfy him, but it left him with not enough to complain about. Lauren was not mean, nor was she crazy. In her late forties, she was an attractive woman who seemed to tolerate more than care for him. She had no interest in sleeping with him. Again, what did he expect? Sex was for young people, and short of reincarnation, he would never see the green side of fifty again.

They had to meet at the bank next week to get their signatures notarized on yet another document. He seldom saw Lauren anymore; their communication was mostly by email, and only about practical matters, mostly to do with Trevor. He knew how angry Lauren felt. Though he had not cheated on her, he had betrayed her by leaving. 

What Michael felt for Lauren was complicated. Mostly he felt unmoored, as if all those years crowding his memory were inaccessible to him. He did not think that the whole marriage was a mistake. Too many good things, most notably Trevor, had come of it. He and Lauren had been good to each other for more than twenty years; why couldn’t she join him in sadness over their loss instead of anger? But of course, to ask that of her wasn’t reasonable, and if he was anything, he was a reasonable man. That must have been what shocked her the most—that after so many years of never doing anything crazy, he had suddenly left, without a plan; a month before, he had been reconciled to his situation, and then he was out the door.

So her ghost was there to demand an explanation. Could he tell all this to her? It would take an hour. He imagined standing there with a ghost for an hour going step by step through this tired litany. That was his kind of ghost story. A bunch of sketchy rationalizations. A pile of words. No blood, no passion. Maybe he could write it all out, break down the process of their coming apart, with diagrams, and hand it to her. 

● ● ●

On the way home from work, he stopped by the liquor store and bought a bottle of brandy, a bottle of bourbon, and a bottle of gin. At the grocery he picked up a bag of limes and a six-pack of tonic. He had his sister’s refrigerator and a paring knife and two glasses. What more did a man need? 

In his head, he made a list of the things he had in the house. An iPhone, two suitcases, a box of kitchenware, a travel kit of shaving cream, razor, shampoo, toothbrush, etc., one table, one table lamp, one chair, one quilt that smelled of mildew, dress shoes, three pairs of sneakers, a pair of boots, a winter coat, a leather jacket, two sports coats, three ties, a box of socks and underwear, his laptop, some notebooks, a drawer full of office supplies dumped into a box, a plastic bag of T-shirts and summer clothes. 

He had two books with him: the Tao Te Ching and Moby-Dick. He had been trying to read Moby-Dick, telling himself that since he had the time, now was the chance to finally get through it and prove to himself that his brain had not ossified. He was a fifty pages in, but it was tough going. 

He picked up the Tao and opened it at random. 


Know the raw silk,

Hold the uncut wood.

Need little,

Want less.

Forget the rules.

Be untroubled.


Need little—he could do that. He had lost some few things in the divorce that he missed, but many more that he did not. 

Want less—that was not so easy. The reason he had left was that he wanted more. He wanted all sorts of things. He wanted someone who wanted to touch him, who wanted him to touch her, who did not flinch or avoid him, who did not act as if sex were something that no longer applied to them. Love that didn’t include sex did not feel like love to him. He figured Lao Tzu would not have much sympathy for that. 

Forget the rules? He had always followed the rules. He stayed with Lauren for so long because he believed in rules. He still had them. Don’t cry in public. That was a rule. 

Be untroubled. Right. 

He needed a drink. But if he was going to cut up limes, he didn’t want to scar the countertop and damage his sister’s chances of selling the place. He needed a cutting board.

There had to be some scrap wood around somewhere. He put down the knife and went out into the garage.

The garage had been their father’s workshop. It was a large two-car garage, but it had been so full of Dad’s junk that they couldn’t park a car in it. A table saw, a router, a band saw, gray metal toolboxes, an unopened case of 10W-40 motor oil, old transformers, bottles of solvent, several shelves of old paint cans with the colors dripped down over the labels, shop rags, C-clamps, a pipe clamp, jelly jars full of metal screws, wood screws, and nails of various sizes, spools of electrical wire, a box of wire nuts, switch boxes and light fixtures, a welding helmet, the snowblower, three dented aluminum trash barrels, half a case of Genesee cream ale from forty years ago. Michael and his sister had spent a month cleaning out the garage, throwing away piles of junk.

Before then, it would have been the easiest thing in the world to find a board there on which to cut his limes. But now the place stood bare under the naked sixty watt bulbs. It was cold; he could see his breath. Michael pulled open cabinet drawers, empty now. When he pulled the one at the end of the bench, he heard something fall behind, inside the cabinet. He opened the door under the drawer, and in the darkness at the back found a spirit level.

He pulled it out and stood up—his knees creaked as he did. It was an old one, three feet long, inches marked out along one side of its frame. There were three bubbles, one at each end for vertical and 45-degree angles, and one in the middle to measure horizontals. He ran a thumb over the glass covering the middle one. The telltale bubble in its little yellow tube. Michael remembered his father using the level many times, holding it up against a doorframe to make sure it was plumb, testing the pitch of the new concrete walkway. 

Michael’s father had never heard of the Tao Te Ching, but knew about uncut wood. That was his job, cutting wood: He was a carpenter. Michael had seen him cut wood on his table saw, with a keyhole saw, with a plane, a drill press, a miter box. It all came back, vividly. The rhythm of the handsaw, the whine of the table saw. The scent of sawdust. 

Behind him, someone sneezed explosively. Electricity ran down Michael’s spine. He knew that sneeze. He gripped the level and turned. 

There stood his father, leaning against the pegboard wall beside the door. His arms were crossed over his chest. He wore dark green work pants and a green shirt with flap pockets. Protruding from the left breast pocket was a flat carpenter’s pencil. 

He was not the old man he had been before his death; hair mussed, he looked forty-five or fifty, younger than Michael was today. He stared at Michael, blinked, and sneezed again. 

“Gesundheit,” Michael said.

“You should leave that thing alone,” his father said, gesturing at the level. “You don’t know the first thing about using it.”

“What do you care?” Michael said. “You’re dead.”

“I care about things being done right.”

That was true—if you allowed that done right usually meant done the way his father wanted it.

“Just find some wood, go slice your limes, and get yourself drunk. There’s a square of varnished cherry under the sink. Use that.” 

“How do you know what I want?”

“I could always see through you, Michael. I made you like I made this house.”

Michael realized how crazy it was for him to stand there arguing with a hallucination. He swung the level backhanded at the ghost, whipping it at its head. His father’s hand flashed up and caught the level in mid-swing. The shock of it ran up Michael’s arm, no match for the shock his heart felt that the man in front of him was a material being.

His father wrenched the level out of his hand and thrust it into Michael’s belly. It hit him just under the rib cage then scraped down his gut, knocking the wind out of him. Michael fell onto his ass, gasping. He heard the level clatter to the concrete floor. 

When he lifted his eyes, his father was gone. Michael gingerly pulled up his shirt and found a bloody scrape from his ribs down toward his navel.

In a neighborhood of blue-collar workers where corporal punishment was common, Michael’s father had seldom hit him. The bad blood between them was more insidious than that. As a boy, Michael had worshipped the way his father could do anything. He wanted to learn and, to be fair, his father wanted to teach him. Michael’s dad was a terrible teacher. He could not stand to see a job done badly, so at some point as Michael stumbled along trying to learn how to dovetail a joint, his father’s guidance would turn to criticism—impatient, even angry—and he would step in to take over.

Michael ended up feeling incompetent. His father was a harsh judge, always ready to criticize. Michael came to hate him; it wasn’t until he was an adult that he understood he wasn’t a bad carpenter at all, and might have made a good one. 

He got to his knees, picked up the level, and went back into the house. In the kitchen, under the sink, he found a foot-square scrap of cherry. Hold the uncut wood. He sliced a lime on it and made himself a gin and tonic.

● ● ●

In the morning, the scrape was scabbed over and there was a bruise on his belly. It hurt. He checked the medicine cabinet to see if there was any Tylenol.

There wasn’t. But solitary as a sentinel stood a prescription bottle for oxycodone with his father’s name on it. TAKE 1-2 TABLETS BY MOUTH EVERY 4-6 HOURS AS NEEDED FOR ARTHRITIS PAIN. USE ONLY UNDER DOCTOR’S SUPERVISION. 

There were a couple dozen pills still in it. He put it warily back onto the shelf and closed the cabinet. 

He decided to work from home. He didn’t have to go into the office every day; he could communicate with the team members online—though it was risky to stay home, with no reason to shave or dress. Work was a routine whose structure kept him from following his self-obsession into a pit. It would distract him from the inexplicable bruise on his belly. 

In the afternoon, he braved the freezing weather to go to Wegmans. He pushed his cart through the aisles while “Baby, It’s Cold Outside” played from the ceiling. 

On the way home, he drove past a lot near a gas station where some guys were selling Christmas trees. On impulse, he pulled in and bought a small tree and a stand. When he got back to the house, he stood it up in the corner of the empty living room where the family had always put the tree when he was a boy. Without ornaments, it looked forlorn, but he liked the smell. 

Michael began to prowl through the house. He felt that he was not alone. No one had offered to buy it; his sister said it was because of the lousy local economy but Michael wondered if maybe the house did not want to be sold. It was exactly as old as Michael. His father had begun building it when his wife announced that she was pregnant, and the three of them had moved into the uncompleted home when Michael was seven months old. 

All the years of Michael’s boyhood, his father, after working all day for whatever contractor had hired him, would come home and work on the house. Some things never got done. Michael still had the door to the laundry room cabinet, which had sat in the closet but had never been hung. 

Everywhere now he saw things that brought back memories. On the doorframe to the basement was a series of pencil marks, starting low and getting higher, with faint dates marked beside them, recording his growth from thirty-three inches to six feet one. In the shoe closet (how many houses had a shoe closet?), on the inside of the door were crayon drawings of controls and a viewscreen he’d made when he had crawled inside as a boy and pretended it was a spaceship. The counters in the kitchen reminded him of how, when he was growing up, they were covered with green Formica. He remembered the ludicrous blue tux he’d worn to his high school prom. He remembered fighting with his sister, locking her out of the bathroom. The smell of mothballs in the attic. 

He measured things with the level. The window sills. The doorframes. Horizontal things remained horizontal, vertical things were vertical. His father had been good at that. As he held the level against the closet doorframe, Michael remembered his father cutting the molding on his table saw. He had made Michael, eight or nine years old, help him by holding up the long strips of wood as they came off the table so they would not bend. His father would feed the wood into the saw, his hand coming so close to the whirling blade that Michael was terrified he would lose a finger. The saw whirred when not cutting and whined loudly as the wood was fed through. Sawdust shot down under the table; there were piles of it on the floor. 

Forty-five years later, Michael pressed the level against the wood that he had held as it came out of the saw. The bubble sat precisely between the two lines. All that time, and it was still true.

● ● ●

During most of the winter, the city lay under a blanket of clouds. The only time the direct sun broke out was in the half-hour before it slid below the horizon. This golden light was streaming in the west windows when Donna called him. “Hello, Michael?”

“Hello. How are you?” He hadn’t seen her in four days. During that time, he had picked up his phone at least twice to call her, then put it back down again.

“Listen, can you help me out? My car won’t start—I think the battery is dead. Can you come give me a jump?”

“I’ll jump you any time you please.”

She didn’t laugh. “I’m parked across from the Bed, Bath and Beyond at the Rockwell Center. I’ll come out when you get here.”

When he drove up, he found her Honda sitting with cars parked on both sides of it. She came out of the store in her black pea coat with a purple scarf and matching knit hat. Her dark hair curled from under the hat. She looked lethally cute. 

There was some confusion over who should try to start the car. She assured him that the battery was dead; why did he need to try it himself? Did he think she was incompetent? It wasn’t that at all, he said. She finally surrendered the keys and he tried it. The ignition clicked and nothing happened. He got out of the car. 

“You’re adorable,” she said, “in a slightly infuriating way.” 

“I don’t know if I can get close enough for the cables to reach,” he told her. “What side of the engine is your battery on?”

“If the cables won’t reach, what does it matter?” 

Michael popped the hood. While they were trying to figure out what to do, the owner of one of the adjacent cars came by, got in, and drove away. Michael pulled into the vacant slot, unspooled his jumper cables, and attached them. The engine started on the second try.

“There’s an auto parts store on Saratoga Street,” she said. “Follow me there.” 

After Donna bought a new battery and had it installed, they went for a drink. A few people sat in the bar; some Marvel superhero movie blared on the TV. They talked for a while, a little awkwardly. He did not want to tell her about the latest ghost, so instead he talked about how he had read comics aloud to Trevor before bedtime when he was little. Donna listened patiently, but he knew he was boring her. 

He couldn’t do anything right. He’d been too officious about the battery. But he had helped her. He could give a good simulation of a grown-up. 

She updated him on the politics of the marketing department. He asked her about her own divorce. They talked about their marriages, and he supposed the things he said were sincere, but he did not reveal any secrets. By the time they left the bar it was full night. They walked down the block to a Middle Eastern deli and ate hummus and spicy tuna salad. 

“Do you want to come by my place?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said. 

As soon as they were inside the door they were kissing, pawing at each other’s coats, swaying as they tried to pull off their boots. They stumbled over her cat as they moved toward the bedroom. He pushed her down onto the bed and slid off her jeans. 

Donna’s ankles were very slender, but her calves were strong. He loved the long muscles along the tops of her thighs, the creamy smooth skin on their insides. Donna had a slender waist, and that was a huge turn on, too. Strong shoulders, round cheeks, full lips. She would thrust her tongue into his mouth, bite his shoulder, lick his nipples. He liked the way she smelled. There was nothing about Donna’s body he didn’t like. There was nothing he didn’t like about the way she made love.

Of course, he couldn’t leave it at that. He enjoyed sex with her so much he worried he’d confuse it with love. He liked the way she talked, her obsessions so different from his, her political passion and sense of humor. But what did that amount to? Maybe despite being in his fifties he was just another adolescent asshole who didn’t know anything more about love than some horny teenager. Often when he thought about Donna, he felt like a horny teenager. 

He could second-guess himself like this for hours. Before encountering Lauren’s ghost, he had kept himself up at night doing so. 

Afterward, as they lay in the light of her candle, Donna asked, “What’s this bruise?” She ran her finger over his belly. 

“A ghost did it.”

She looked him in the eyes. “You are an odd person, Michael.” 

“Yes. But I’m good at spelling.”

In the middle of the night he lay awake beside her, unable to sleep, wondering what was going on back at the house. He slipped out of the bed, found his underwear, pants, and shirt. He could not find his socks, so he put on his shoes without them. He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. She stirred. “Going home?” she asked.

“I can’t sleep.”

“Call me tomorrow, okay?”

“I will.”

“Thanks for helping me.”

“Thanks for accepting it.” He went out into the winter night.

When he got home, the house was completely dark. He had not expected to be out all night, and had left no lights on. He unlocked the front door and stepped in, listening. It was warm inside. He took off his hat and scarf, unbuttoned his heavy coat. All he could hear was the ticking of the furnace and the faint creak of his step on the hardwood. A wedge of moonlight through the picture window illuminated his forlorn Christmas tree. 

In the middle of the floor lay the spirit level. He had not left it there.

He picked it up; it was as solid as his memories. He felt his heart thudding in his ears. “Lauren?” he called. “Dad?” His voice sounded thin in the empty house. 

He stepped tentatively into the hall and turned on the light. His bedroom door was half-closed, the room beyond pitch black. He reached a hand out and slowly pushed door all the way open. Light was cast on the mattress, his suitcase, a discarded shirt. He entered and dropped his coat on the chair, then, hearing some faint sound behind him, turned.

Trevor stood in the doorway. He wore the old yellow College of Wooster T-shirt he’d inherited from Michael: C.O.W., said the letters stenciled across his chest. His eyes were shadowed. 

“I smell her on you,” Trevor said. “You stink of her.” He turned and ran away. Michael followed. In the kitchen, Trevor dashed through the doorway to the basement. “Trevor, wait,” he said, angry now. 

In the gloom at the bottom of the stairs, Michael caught a glimpse of Trevor’s foot disappearing. He rushed down, tripped on something, bounced off the wall, fell to his knees, tumbled. His head hit the basement floor.

● ● ●

When he woke, his skull was throbbing. It was still dark. He got shakily to his feet and made his way up the stairs. He moved in a fog. His wrist ached where he had tried to break his fall. In the fluorescent light of the bathroom, his face was haggard. He wet a towel and held it to a cut on his forehead. He might have easily broken his neck. He’d lost consciousness for a moment and probably had a concussion. He ought to go to the emergency room. 

He opened the medicine cabinet and took two of his father’s oxycodone. 

He returned to the stairs, flicked on the lights, and went down to the basement. He had tripped over a pair of old sneakers. He picked them up—they were a pair that Trevor had worn when he was eight or nine, purple with an image of the Incredible Hulk on the uppers. He inspected the cellar, behind the furnace, the storage room. No trace of anything. 

He came back upstairs. He did smell of sex. He stripped and took a shower, then lay down on the mattress and in a few minutes was asleep.

● ● ●

The next morning, he had to go into the office, where Bobby Keiling asked, “What the hell happend to you?”

“I feel down the stairs.”

“Were you drunk?”

“I wish.”

He called Donna’s extension in marketing. Her phone rang for a while before she picked up. 

“Michael, hi,” she said. She sounded harried.

“I need to speak with you.”

“Not a great time.” Her voice softened. “Last night was lovely.”

“Some things are happening to me. I need to talk with you about it.”

“I wish I could talk now, but I can’t.”

“Can we meet after work?”

“Not tonight. I’m swamped.”

“I need to talk with you.”

“You shouldn’t call me in the office.”

“You asked me to call you.”

Donna’s voice gained an edge. “You get a gold star. But you know Whitworth doesn’t approve of interoffice relationships, and he’s standing in his doorway right now looking at me.”

“Sorry.” Silence stretched. After a moment, he said, “Last night was good.”

“Michael, I can’t talk now. Thanks for helping me with my car. We’ll talk later.” She hung up. 

● ● ●

The ghosts made no sense. Ghosts were supposed to be remnants of dead people. His father had been dead for ten years, which fit the profile, but Lauren and Trevor were alive.

Ghosts were tied to a particular place. But Lauren and Trevor had no history with this house. They should haunt the house that Lauren and Michael had been haunting for the last ten years. 

Ghosts were about the past. They had grievances. But he supposed the living had grievances as much as the dead. 

He could see Lauren’s grievances all too easily. And Trevor blamed Michael for wrecking their family. Michael’s father?—by the age of twelve, Michael’s hostility toward him was set in concrete. He had never understood his father enough to forgive him. 

As for Lauren and Trevor not being dead, maybe he was taking that too literally. Some things inside you could die while you remained alive. What happened to those things? If the universe were sensitive to human desire, and it took those longings into itself in some way, what would those lost, frustrated selves become? 

Maybe that’s what ghosts were: an external manifestation of inner deficits, taken supernatural form to torment you. To make you trip on the basement stairs and almost kill yourself.

This was silly. These ghosts weren’t real; they were projections of Michael’s guilt. But how does a projection of your guilt snatch a level out of the air and stab you with it?

● ● ●

Wednesday night after work, instead of returning to the house, he drove across the city to the Sylvan Springs Care Center. 

The lights of the building glistened off the parking lot’s wet asphalt; the snow piled at the end of the lot still bore the mark of the plow. He wrapped his scarf around his neck and crossed to the lobby. A blast of warm air engulfed him as he came through the sliding doors. 

Tinsel rope hanging from the ceiling swagged its way around the room, and softly over the speakers came Burl Ives singing “Have a Holly Jolly Christmas.” On the counter beside the young woman doing desk duty lay a headband with plush antlers. Her name tag read “Marielle.” He didn’t remember her from his previous visits.

Michael signed in. 

“Who are you here to see?” the woman asked.

“My mother, Gina DiFranco. She’s in room 210.”

“No, she’s in 229.”

“It’s 210,” Michael said with irritation. 

“As long as I’ve worked here, Mrs. DiFranco’s been in 229.”

“She was in 210 the last . . . ” Michael’s voice trailed off. “Never mind.” He headed for the wing housing the functionally and cognitively impaired. 

It was not quite supper time. Supper was a good time to visit because the old people got some attention then as they were prepared to be fed. As a result of the stroke that had put her here, not to say her blindness, his mother had trouble feeding herself. Michael sometimes helped her to eat. He fed her with a small spoon, the way she had fed him when he was a baby.

He found her sitting in a wheelchair in the lounge next to another woman in a wheelchair. The TV was tuned to Turner Classic Movies. 

He sat down beside her. When they’d first put her into the home, Michael and Ellen had come to see her often. Michael had tried to imagine some way to take her out of the home, but she was half-paralyzed from the stroke, blind, and needed constant care. There was nothing he could do, and as things soured between him and Lauren, he visited his mother less and less. 

It was too depressing to see her. In her first days at Sylvan Springs, she had confabulated. Once, when he put her on the phone so Trevor could wish her a happy birthday, she had spun a tale about how she was out at Sears, Christmas shopping, on her way to get coffee next door at the Sweet Shoppe. Her voice was animated, and Michael could tell that, in her mind, she was really out shopping, and happy. But that was years ago. 

Now she slumped in the chair with her good arm on the armrest, leaning her head on her hand. Her eyes were closed. Her hair had thinned to the point where he could see her scalp. She had lost so much weight, her skin hung on her bones. 

“Mom, it’s me, Michael.”

She didn’t reply, or even move. 

Michael drew a chair close to her and sat. He touched the warm, useless hand that lay in her lap. He murmured something to her about his work, knowing that she didn’t understand a word of what he was saying. He felt the birdlike bones of her wrist. The other wheelchair-bound woman was watching some movie with Doris Day, but Michael’s mother might as well have been in a coma. 

Down the hall came Marielle and a woman in a blue jacket with the Sylvan Springs logo on the breast pocket, looking like a hotel concierge. Her badge said “Lashonda Wilkins.” Michael had met her before, but she didn’t seem to recognize him. 

“Sir, may we speak with you?” 

“I don’t want to speak with you,” he replied. Marielle must have decided there was something suspicious about him and run to her boss.

“We’ll need you to give us some ID,” Wilkins said.

“ID? What?” Michael’s voice rose. “What, am I going to kidnap her?”

“Sir, I think you need to calm down.”

“I’m not going to fucking calm down. I’m her son, Michael DiFranco. Look at this place. You warehouse these people. It’s like a kennel in here, with a TV.”

A woman in scrubs who was wheeling another resident toward the dining room stopped.

“Sir, you need to lower your voice,” Wilkins said.

Marielle had out her cell phone and was videoing him.

He felt a surge of pure rage. He tried to get a grip.

Wilkins said, “When was the last time you visited your mother, Mr. DiFranco?”

He had to breathe. He forced himself to breathe. “I’m sorry,” he said to Marielle. “I’m sorry,” he said to Wilkins. “I haven’t been here in a long time.”

“Apparently, you have not.”

He swallowed his anger. “Please, can I sit with her now, for a little?”

Wilkins’ lips were set in a firm line. “Okay,” she said. 

“He needs to control himself,” Marielle said to Wilkins as they entered the dining room. Michael turned to his mother.

She had not paid attention to any of it. She still sat with her head propped on her hand, her eyes closed. An orderly come out with a tray with covered dishes for the woman in the other wheelchair. “I guess she’s sleeping,” Michael said to him.

The orderly looked at him. “Who?”

“My mother.”

“She’s not sleeping. She’s just sad.”

“Isn’t it time for her to eat?” he asked.

“We’ll try. She doesn’t eat.”

Michael closed his own eyes. He sat beside his mother again. What was he going to say to her? Aren’t you hungry, Mom? Is there anything I can do?

● ● ●

On Friday, to keep from thinking about his mother, he drank gin and tonics and read Moby-Dick. He got so thoroughly plowed that the words slid by him on the page and when he stood up to go to the bathroom, the room tilted. Whoa. Heavy seas, Ishmael. 

He read Father Mapple’s sermon. “And if we obey God, we must disobey ourselves; and it is in this disobeying ourselves, wherein the hardness of obeying God consists.”

Michael had left Lauren in order to be true to himself. Father Mapple would not be impressed. Being “true to yourself” was a modern, wimpy kind of truth, not the hard truth of Mapple’s sermon. Being true to yourself when it was in contradiction to your duty was the worst kind of sin. Jonah had sought to evade his duty to God by running away. Michael had sought to evade his duty to Lauren by running away. No wonder he felt so lost. 

There was a carpenter in Moby-Dick. He was a mysterious character, Melville’s carpenter. He knew how to fix everything aboard the ship, from a broken oar to a broken jaw, but he was indifferent to it all. He just did his work. Ishmael said he had “a certain impersonal stolidity . . . an all-ramifying heartlessness.” Like a Zen master, Michael thought—or an idiot. “In his numerous trades, he did not seem to work so much by reason . . . but merely by a kind of deaf and dumb, spontaneous literal process . . . his brain, if he had ever had one, must have early oozed along into the muscles of his fingers.” 

Michael’s dad had been like that, in some ways. The Pequod’s carpenter was like a Swiss Army knife: He could serve any purpose without having a purpose of his own. What evidence was there that the carpenter even had a soul?

Nobody had a soul, Michael knew. All you had was the face you prepared to show to other people. Your character was a performance, a persona you put on; by the time you were a teenager, under the pressure of other people’s expectations, you worked out who you were supposed to be. You lived your invented self to the point where you imagined that was who you were. Everybody thought they knew you—you thought you knew yourself. Until something happened, like Michael walking out on Lauren, to reveal that there was nothing inside you but a few desires and an echo chamber.

So what did it mean to be true to yourself when your self was a construct papering over a void? 

● ● ●

Saturday, Michael woke with a lethal hangover. He shuffled into the bathroom, popped open the bottle of oxycodone, and took two, sucking tap water from his cupped hand to wash them down. He slipped the bottle into his pocket and splashed water into his face. His eyes looked old. He could see remnants of the forty-year-old in his face, still, but he could see the coming seventy-year-old better. 

His mother was killing herself by refusing to eat. Her life in the home where Michael and his sister had put her was that bleak. He could not keep it out of his head. 

He called Ellen and got her voicemail. He didn’t leave a message. He called Donna.

“Hello,” she said.

“Donna, this is Michael. Can we talk?”

A pause. “I’m out of the house. Can you meet me at Café Canem at 11:00?”

He looked at his watch. It was 10:15. “Yes.”

“Okay.”

He showered and shaved and drove over to the coffee shop. Donna was not there yet. His stomach was queasy. He ordered a latte, then sat at one of the tiny tables watching the Christmas shoppers come and go, gloves poking from the pockets of their unbuttoned coats. 

Donna came in, said hello, and got a coffee of her own. She wore the same purple scarf and hat from the night they had slept together.

“I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings on that office call,” she said.

“It’s not a problem,” he said.

She was a little distant; he did not get the sense she didn’t want to be there, but he did not get the sense that she did. He told her about his visit to his mother. Donna sat motionless as he explained his distress. Michael became increasingly self-consicous, acutely aware of his own voice.

In the silence that came when he finished, the sound of the milk steamer hissed through the shop. At the table behind him, two guys were arguing about the Patriots. 

“I’m sorry,” Donna finally said. “That sounds awful.”

“The awful part is that I put her there, and—”

“You know that’s absurd,” Donna said. “The stroke put her there. She needs twenty-four-hour care; even when you were married, you couldn’t do that.”

“I abandoned her. I never thought of her.”

Donna sighed. “I think you need to ask yourself a few questions, Michael. Is this about your mother or is it about you? If you can’t stop beating yourself about the head and shoulders, you shouldn’t expect someone else to stop you. You certainly shouldn’t expect them to give you sympathy for something you’re doing to yourself. Your mother’s situation is tragic, but it’s what happens. If you wanted to visit her more, you would, though I doubt it would make much difference.”

“That’s cold.”

“I don’t mean to be cold. You know I like you. You’re not a bad guy. But I can’t solve your problems for you. I’m sorry about your mother. At least you can be with her at the end, if you want to be.”

He looked her in the eyes; she took a sip of coffee. 

“I don’t think we ought to keep seeing each other,” Donna said.

● ● ●

He carried the pills around with him all the time now. Occasionally, he would reach into his pocket and touch the bottle, but he hadn’t taken any lately. He still had seventeen left. 

Despite Donna’s scolding, he did not go to see his mother. Instead he met with a real estate agent to try to kickstart the sale of the house. It would cost him a commission, but the sooner he got it sold, the sooner he could move out, split the money with Ellen, and try to begin his life again. He would find some other work. Maybe he would move south, somewhere where the sun was not a mythological belief from November till April.

Michael avoided seeing Donna by working from home, only going in when he had to meet with the other team members. He glimpsed her once in the parking lot but could not tell if she had seen him. He didn’t know why the end of their affair should bother him so much. Sometimes after he woke in the middle of the night he thought about her. 

As for the ghosts, he had not seen any since his fall down the stairs. The bruise on his belly had healed to the point where only a slight discoloration remained. If Lauren’s ghost still wanted the truth, it was waiting. If Trevor’s wanted to blame him, it bided its time. Maybe Michael’s father would club him to death with the spirit level while he slept.

Two weeks passed. Christmas came and went. He was at home trying to read Moby-Dick when he got the call from Lauren.

“Michael?” 

“What is it?”

She hesitated. “The rest home just called me. They thought this was still your number.” Another hesitation. “Your mother died.”

It was not a surprise, but he felt it like a blow. He closed his eyes. “When did it happen?”

“Just an hour ago. They didn’t say much. You should call the manager—Ms. Wilkins.”

Now it was Michael’s turn to fumble for words. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll talk to her.”

“I’m sorry, Michael. She was a good woman.”

“She was.”

“If there’s anything I can do—”

“I’ll let you know about the funeral,” Michael said, and hung up. 

● ● ●

He kept it together through the funeral. First he called Ellen in Ohio, then the funeral home and church that had done the services for his father. They already had a plot reserved next to his father in a local cemetery. He and Ellen selected a coffin and split the cost. Everything went smoothly. The day of the burial, the temperature hit almost fifty. Lauren and Trevor were there; Trevor looked restive, and when Michael exchanged a few words with Lauren, she told him Trevor had not wanted to come. But he behaved well, and as people were getting into cars to leave the cemetery, he came up to Michael and hugged him. He seemed two inches taller than a year ago. 

“I have a couple of Christmas presents for you,” Michael said. “A 1971 copy of The Incredible Hulk, for one. Script by Harlan Ellison.”

Trevor looked embarrassed. “Okay.”

“I’ll drop it by sometime.”

“Okay,” said Trevor. “My mother’s waiting.”

“You better go, then.”

Michael watched his son cross the brown grass to the car where Lauren waited. It wasn’t just the divorce that separated him from his son. Trevor wasn’t a kid anymore. The distance between them would only grow as the years went by. 

Two days later, Lashonda Wilkins called him about his mother’s effects, the few personal possessions she’d had in her room at the facility. He arranged to meet her Thursday night. At the office that day there was a panic about the documentation due on Friday, and Michael had to stay late doing last-minute revisions. It was seven when he got out of the building; by the time he’d had supper at a noisy Mexican restaurant full of couples on dates, it was eight-thirty. He did not reach Sylvan Springs until after nine.

At the desk was Marielle; she expressed sympathy for his loss. Ms. Wilkins came out and did likewise. Michael was acutely aware that he had not been there since that night weeks ago; he imagined their condolences veiled contempt. 

“We have a box of your mother’s things ready for you,” Ms. Wilkins said. “If you’ll come around the back of the building, I’ll meet you at the doors to the storage room.”

Michael left the building and walked around to the rear. 

Ms. Wilkins stood in the open doorway under a harsh area light; next to her, a bundle lay on top of a cardboard box. Michael recognized the bundle as a crocheted afghan his mother had made fifty years ago. 

He felt he had to say something. “Thank you for taking care of her,” he said. It was a stupid thing to say and he knew it the minute the words left his lips. 

“We’re just a kennel with TV,” Wilkins said. She watched him. Michael wanted to snap back at her, but had nothing. If the place was as bad as he’d claimed, whose fault was it that his mother had spent the last years of her life there? 

Wilkins fished a pack of cigarettes and a lighter out of her jacket pocket. She lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply, blew the smoke into the cold night. 

“I don’t know whether you have any reason to feel bad,” she said. “Maybe you do, maybe you don’t. From the little I’ve seen, you’re no worse than the relatives of other people here. Some do better than you, some might as well not exist.”

That sounded like about as much consideration as Michael deserved. “You don’t have an easy job,” he said.

“I’ve had worse. I guess I do see some things that other people don’t think about.”

“Thank you, anyway.”

“You’re welcome.”

Michael picked up the afghan. It smelled like his mother—musty, a little sour, mixed with baby powder. “You can pitch the box,” he said. 

“You’ll need to do that yourself. Good night.”

She stepped back into the building and the door swung shut, the latch clicking with finality.

He peeked into the box—some slippers, a sweater, a bedside clock. Nothing worth keeping except maybe a framed family photo from ten years ago. Ellen and her husband and kids were there, and Michael and Lauren with seven-year-old Trevor, all smiling, surrounding a beaming Gina DiFranco. Michael thought about keeping it, but he didn’t want to see himself or Lauren any more than he wanted to look at his mother. He dropped the photo back into the box and threw the box into the Dumpster at the end of the lot. He put the afghan onto the passenger’s seat of his car, closed the door, and stood there. His breath fogged the air, reflecting the glare of the lights in the lot. It was well after visiting hours and the only cars left belonged to the staff. He shoved his hands into his pockets. There was the bottle of pills. 

Michael took the bottle out and got into the car. He opened it and spilled the tabs into his palm. A little heap of yellow ovals. He took a deep breath. He smelled the odor of his mother from the afghan. 

He couldn’t blame Wilkins for making him feel bad. He couldn’t blame the ghosts, even. He couldn’t blame anybody, and he realized that the sadness overwhelming him was not a result of things he had done or failed to do. It was the result of the simple passage of time. Things changed. When you were young, you thought the past could be recovered, or if not, corrected by the future. When you were old, the silent, inexorable slide of now into then, and its associated accumulation of losses, small and large, crushed any future. You might throw yourself against the bars of your cage, but it got harder and harder to ignore time passing. 

The only thing that stopped it was death. In Moby-Dick, Ishmael talked about “A speechlessly quick chaotic bundling of a man into Eternity.” That could happen at any time. An SUV runs a red light. You trip on the stairs. You overdose on prescription medicine. 

● ● ●

Michael pulled into the driveway, so tired that it was all he could do to open the door of the car and get out. His head felt fuzzy, and he had trouble drawing air into his lungs. He fumbled with the house key on the doorstep, dropped it, picked it up, and finally got the door open.

The furnace was running and hot air flowed from the registers. The living room was dark, but it was not empty. There was a rug, furniture. It all looked familiar.

Light came from the kitchen. Wondering, Michael entered it, and found his mother sitting at the yellow Formica table so familiar from his childhood. The kitchen was as it had been: the toaster and the canisters of flour and sugar on the counter, the avocado-green gas stove with a pot simmering on one of the burners, filling the air with the smell of homemade spaghetti sauce. The wooden plaque on the wall above the table that said God Bless Our Home. 

And his mother. She was not the dying woman she had been at Sylvan Springs. She was a housewife, in her mid-thirties. Her thick, dark hair hung over her shoulders, held back with a couple of bobby pins. She wore a blue housedress with tiny flowers on it. She gazed at Michael. There were tears in her eyes.

“Michael.” She wiped the back of her wrist against the corner of her eye, lurched out of the chair and stirred the spaghetti sauce. You’re late,” she said over her shoulder. “Are you hungry? Have something to eat.”

“I’m not hungry, Mom.”

“You have to eat.”

“I feel dizzy.” He sat in one of the kitchen chairs. 

She came to him and laid her palm against his forehead. “You don’t have a fever. Maybe you’re coming down with something.” She made him take off his coat. “Come on, lie down for a while. Your father will be home soon. Maybe then you’ll feel like eating.”

Michael let her take him to his room. There were the comic books stacked on the shelf beside his bed, his baseball glove and bat leaning in the corner, the poster of Linda Ronstadt on the wall. His mother pulled back the crocheted afghan on top of the bedspread and laid him down, then pulled off his shoes.

She got him a glass of water, and he drank some. He had not realized how thirsty he was. “Are you still dizzy?” she asked.

“I feel sleepy.”

“Rest. I’ll come and get you later.” She stepped away from the bed. “I’ll leave the door cracked open. Call me if you need me.”

She paused. “I’m so glad you’re home, Michael,” she said. “I wish you could stay here forever.”

Michael lay in the darkness, warming to the overheated house, breathing slowly. Eyes open, head resting on the pillow, he could see across the bedroom where his father had left off nailing the closet molding to the doorframe. Always in the middle of some job. Michael wondered if he would ever be done. There lay his father’s hammer, the nail set, the box of finishing nails, and, beside them, his spirit level. 
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Bereft, I Come to a Nameless World
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Then two hundred years of travel, Ship gobbling interstellar hydrogen like a glutton. For me, cramped in the hold, nothing to eat or breathe. I slept much of the way. 

I don’t need to sleep; but after what had happened on Wiwipewifawiwildoll, I did not want to be awake. 

Once, about a hundred and thirty years out—my time—I awoke suddenly to full awareness from a fevered half-dream. I remembered something Sisiverisisithistra had said, sometime before he died . . . before they murdered him, and all my gathered students, trying to get at me. 

(The incandescent, searing light, white as ashes. The soundless wave. The devil’s wind tearing my flesh, my finer structures sheared away—)

Sisi’ had said he had a daughter.

I tore through the data corpus of emissions from Wiwipewifawiwildoll, the planet I had left behind, the planet I had tried to save.

I don’t know what I was looking for. Some echo of Sisiverisisithistra, of that ever-curious, fiercely gentle mind. Or even (wild hope!) some sign that the tide had turned, that redemption would come despite me. 

But their collapse was at hand. It was unmistakable, even in the faint, red-shifted, garbled noises they were still making. They were choosing war and hoarded wealth and ego-primacy. They were blackening their skies and strangling their ecosystem. They were murdering the gentle filterwhales that tied it together. 

And then, all at once, I could not read the data at all. What was a “scent-gardening celebrity”? Was “exsanguinatory grooming” a punishment or an aspiration? Why would “torture harmony” be “jealous-beloved”? All at once, their texts were like the scrawlings of beasts. Like static. 

I had deculturated from Wiwipewifawiwildoll. 

And Sisi’s daughter must have been long dead anyway.

● ● ●

After two hundred years, I came to Thavé’s world.

In this lonely night of silent stars and empty ruins, there were not many who remembered me. But Thavé did. Thavé would.

Thavé’s world—the world Thavé had adopted, where Thavé dwelled—had no name in any language. I could not remember why. Was it some sort of taboo? Perhaps they’d simply discarded and forgotten whatever original name they’d had.

Thavé and I had called it something, between ourselves. An old joke. But I had forgotten the joke.

Not until I was inside the system’s comet clouds did I pick up electromagnetic signals, and then only incomprehensible whispers. A world-city like this one, every micrometer of it built to move data, had no need to shout; and those, like Thavé, with long memories, had reasons enough to fear being overheard.

There had been a time when these skies were full of chatter. A time when the Dispersal of Humanity had blazed bright and forged new peoples and shouted aloud, when it seemed our destiny was to spread and speciate and transform all the heavens into our habitation.

And then the math turned. Decay overtook survival. So many worlds died: ripped each other apart in wars; squandered their ecosystems in ecstasies of superstitious consumption; soberly chose annihilation; succumbed to the lure of disembodied perfections. 

But not this one. This world, Thavé had kept safe, a hidden jewel.

No doubt every chunk of matter in-system had been cultivated, wrought, put to some use. But all of that was disguised. The planet itself was swathed in a dense layer of clouds tuned to deceive the observer, to depict barren rocks and lakes of molten lead below.

I whispered my name as I came into the ionosphere, and, silently, they let me through their sky.

● ● ●

Herds of sleek red-coated beasts, thundering across verdant purple hills. Blue rivers. Dense forests. Once, a wisp of gray smoke threading the air.

Except for some structures at the Pole, there was not a ruin or an outbuilding to be seen in one full orbit—though, here and there, a gang of humanoids chased some furry, sprinting lapine. 

I’d been away from here so long. Last time, there had been towers.

It’s not that I have anything against sylvomorphic infrastructure. Oceans of leaves, rustling in gentle winds. Dappled shadows. The opulence of nature. 

But I felt it as a rebuke. Yes, I had run from place to place, trying to shore up that which was collapsing. Yes, I had mostly failed. 

Meanwhile Thavé had remained here, gardening. 

Did it have to literally look like a garden? 

● ● ●

I broke the centuries-long silence aboard.

“Ship,” I said, “do you ever regret how you were made?”

“Have fun planetside, Siob,” Ship said.

“I’m asking,” I said. “I want to know.”

“Siob, the thing is: unlike you, I haven’t outlived my purpose.”

“What?”

“Oh, please.” Ship snorted. “I know what you want to hear. How I wish I was a meta-generalized Interpreter like you, Siob . . . ! So I could play out my little messianic-masochistic fantasies all across the Dispersal—meddling, lecturing, wringing my hands as they blow themselves up and eat their own—”

“That’s enough!” I cried.

“Yeah, well, you asked.”

● ● ●

I fashioned myself into a net of fine strands, and floated down into the clearing. I gathered the strands together, and wove a body. It was a paleohuman body; the people here were paleohuman stock. They looked much like the first humans, who walked on one world, long, long before the people of the Margin fashioned me, and Ship, and Thavé.

There were three locals in the glade. They were naked, and somewhat furrier than I remembered. They did not speak, and neither did I. 

I was glad of this.

They looked at me with frank, uncurious faces as they led me across the grass, to a little knoll.

A door in the knoll; within was an elevator. I rode it down.

The door opened onto white light, cacophony, a thousand strange particolored bodies in motion, a vast tide of conversations 

beams vaults   spiral-staircases 

fountains   arches   byways  slipthreads  whirligigs 

crenelated-arcs  poly-penetrations   hyperbolic-stepsurfaces 

stickywalls 

goopfields 

bounceroos    abandonages

waysweep-vistas   wigglewharfs

playglobes interdecks . . . 

The underground city-hive was vast in every direction; the elevator’s aperture was like a droplet buoyed by a whirlwind. It had, in my mind, less in common with that provincial capital on Wiwipewifawiwildoll, where my friends had died, than with the nuke that had destroyed it. I couldn’t see where things began and ended. My head hurt.

But they had bodies, still, at least; that was something.

I’d been a little worried, when I’d seen the forests enveloping the whole planet, that perhaps they’d decoupled, ascended to the sickening frictionless whirlwind of the digital . . . but no. Thavé would have stopped them, somehow.

And there was Thavé, in a favorite form—a pale, stocky paleohuman in a white suit and a broad hat covering a thatch of black hair—coming toward me through the chaos. 

“Siob! Hey! Been a long time, eh? What do you think?” Thavé said, embracing me . . . 

. . . as I recoiled, rigid.

It wasn’t Thavé.

“What?” the imitation said. “What’s the . . . oh.”

“Where’s Thavé?” I hissed. This wasn’t the Thavé forged, with me, in the Margin. The ancient, precious, real body of my friend. It smelled wrong, it felt wrong, and my every cell called out to its counterparts on twelve electromagnetic frequencies and got no answer.

“I’m Thavé. Siob, my body is elsewhere—” The imitation glanced at a balcony.

Another Thavé-shaped thing, same suit and hat, a drink in one hand, stood there. This apparition released the drink, which floated off, and (pushing past clouds of red feathers and translucent simians and armored dwarves on stilts and other entities that might have been people or art or mobile furniture) headed for the escalator. But I could tell from here; that wasn’t Thavé either.

“How many?” I whispered. 

“Twelve bodies, right now. Listen—” A chunk of signal hit me; cryptographic identity proofs, schematics, a simplified historiocultural vector mapping—too much to comprehend all at once, except that the bodies were local client hosts, made of biological mush. Paleohuman bodies, wired for transmission. 

The real Thavé was somewhere here, on this world, in a vat. Cooled and fed by syrups meant for pharmacological algae, Thavé’s ancient, ever-young, polymorphous soma was warped and sculpted laboriously, to fit into the latest body-receptacles this world offered. Seeing through their limited eyes, tasting with their dull tongues, acting with their clumsy hands.

I’d seen much stranger things. 

But I wanted to hold Thavé; not this flesh-doll of Thavé. 

My skin crawled. 

The second Thavé-thing was in front of me; seeing that I didn’t want another hug, it tipped its hat, and said: “Siob, this polysomatic configuration, it’s a stable —”

“You shut up!” I shouted. “One of you at a time!”

They didn’t glance at each other—they would have, had they been two people. 

Thavé frowned, on two foreheads.

Oh, my ancient friend.

“I don’t care what they do,” I said. The elevator door had closed behind me; the white column it was embedded in whipped away into the kaleidoscope above. I wrapped my arms around my breasts. “But you doing it . . . ” The crowds milled by, but some seemed to mill a little slower. Was this a celebrity culture—one where my image would be propagated and discussed by multitudes? “Can we go somewhere else? This is a little . . . ”

“Of course,” Thavé murmured, taking my elbow gently, in a false hand. “Of course . . . ”

● ● ●

Water rippled across the cool pink marble of the wall-fountains; the silk of the cushions was soft. Thavé’s imitation body poured tea into globes of compressed air and bobbled one towards me.

“I just don’t understand,” I said. “Why sit in a vat somewhere . . . experiencing everything filtered through these . . . ” I waved at the body. “These shells?”

Thavé shrugged. “I just ride the triple braid.” Culture, technology, desire: each creating the other, in a chaotic random walk.

“It’s your handiwork,” I insisted. “I can tell.”

“I nudged,” Thavé said, smiling slyly, apparently proud of engineering this many-bodied grotesquerie. “They were developing neural mapping, flirting with upload . . . ” 

“Oh.” We both knew where that ancient nightmare led: virtual perfection, a fragile tower of cards, until one bad meme brings it down. 

“But they have a reverence for the body, a fascination with somatology, that I could leverage. This polysomatic network . . . it’s a way of soaking up the surplus death-fear and capacity-lust, and beginning to dissolve their toxic individualism. And it’s worked, so far. They seem content with three or four bodies each.” 

I felt the hard knot of angry denial in the center of my chest soften toward grudging acceptance. Even admiration. It could have been so much worse. I sighed. 

“Look, Siob, your reaction . . . this is a normal reculturation issue,” Thavé said. “You were in sparse-tech systems for the last few thousand years. From their perspectives, we’d be monsters here. So of course it feels like a decoupled culture to you. But it’s not.” Rapping on the table. “This is solid. I can’t lobby any governing administrator to let me cheat and go through it like air. It resists my push; not with social force but with physical force. Look at me, Siob. I’m not decoupled. I’m in a body, in the world.”

I peeled off a few bubbles of the tea and sucked on them, feeling the breath of microjets against my fingers as the tea-globes spun and stabilized.

“So just follow protocol and reculturate,” Thavé said. “How do you want to do it? Child? Ascetic? Bedlam?”

“What do you suggest?” I asked. My limbs were sunk into the cushions, beyond numb.

“Bedlam. They have a good ontological support system here. They’ll treat you well, and there’s a lot to absorb . . . ”

“All right,” I said. 

Thavé ran a thumb over the pitcher, and sighed. “Siob—”

“I’m sorry, Thavé, I can’t help it. I know I could have come back to another burnt-out ruin, another cratered utopia . . . ”

“Yes,” Thavé said. “You really could have.”

“But—it’s just—our bodies, the bodies and brains forged in the Margin, they’re what set us apart. They’re what let us be in these cultures and not of them. If we give that up—” 

“I haven’t given anything up, Siob. My body is still my body. I’m just using a tool.”

But our tools shape us. Slowly, slowly, we drift from what we were. I showed the underside of my tongue, a Wiwipewifawiwildollan gesture of frustration and inarticulate despair. 

Thavé was silent a while; tapping one of the tea-bubbles, spinning it. Then, finally, asking: “what happened out there?” 

I picked at the silk of the cushions. “I panicked. I tried to go too fast. Wiwipewifawiwildoll—do you know it? It’s seventy light-years out . . . ”

“Well, I know of it, of course.” Thavé took a sip of tea. “But no, not much. No transmissions from there, and I . . . don’t leave.”

“It’s . . . beautiful.” Brachiating through hanging gardens in glorious bloom: great purple flowers singing bass, man-bees joining them with treble ululations. The nest-tangles, high above, gleaming in the mist; the light diffracting off the industrial transport filaments, a thousand gentle rainbows. “And dying.”

“I thought the culture was extinct already; I thought they underwent a virtualization collapse.”

“The original culture did, five thousand years back. Although actually, from what I can tell, they lasted almost a century after full upload.”

“Really?” Thavé crooked an eyebrow. “Impressive.”

“Yes. Then they fell hard, of course; eliminated utterly. But there were a few sapient bioforms in a sheltered enclave, someone’s little side project. Those survived the crash, and developed into a successor culture, starting as nomadic scavengers. Discovered agriculture. When I got there, they had begun an industrial revolution.”

“Ah,” Thavé said. “Those don’t always go well.”

“No. And the planet’s poorly terraformed to begin with. Only one ecosystem, quite fragile. They didn’t have much slack. At first I tried ghost-in-the-night, and memetic diffraction, and then tech injection . . . too many unintended consequences. And then I just went public, tried to build a movement, get them to listen to reason, force them to change.”

“Ah,” Thavé said again.

“All that did was trigger a wave of xenophobia. And I hadn’t set up a resilient structure. I should have done it leaderless, but there wasn’t time.” Little waves of tension drifted through my soma, up my arms, down my ribs.

“So you were the central node,” Thavé said. “An attractive target. And they used some blunt, atavistic weapon . . . ”

Gentle Sisi’, ardent Tata’, passionate Lele’, quiet Fefe’. Their wise eyes. Their proud and well-groomed pelts of brown and silver and purple fur, bristling with excitement when they talked about healing their world. All of them ash, in an instant. The expanding fireball, the shockwave. The shattering of the arches and the trunks and the filaments.

“Yes,” I said, my voice rough, as subagencies in my throat, flooded with memory, rebelled.

In the blast, I’d shaped my body into a kite-blade, ridden it, ridden it all the way to orbit, to Ship. And then I’d abandoned that world, that world that had murdered my friends.

Maybe I could still have saved Wiwipewifawiwildoll. Maybe I could have stayed, healed, tried again. But it was like bitterness and despair were a fluid filling my interstitium, overwhelming my reintegrative matrix, drowning me. I’d fled.

Thavé watched, offering no excuses for me, pronouncing no judgement. The imitation eyes in the imitation face: they were Thavé’s eyes. They were kind, but not soft.

I found myself shuddering, shuddering, and fashioning tear ducts at the edges of my own eyes, with which I bathed my face in salt solution.

● ● ●

My tears dried.

We ate, soft succulent fruits, bursting with juice. 

I can live on solar wind, if I have to; I can crush rocks in methane slush on the back of some cold planetoid, and find what I need. But the surprise and beauty and complexity of organic life is precious. And the specific lineage of organic life that the Dispersal of Humanity has carried with it across the worlds: well, it tastes like home.

Thavé watched me. 

I looked at the door.

It was just another city out there. There would be ways of saying hello. There would be rituals of eating, sleeping, emitting waste. People would be busy, doing work, making social and economic alliances, smelling and tasting, singing and worrying. There would in all probability be cooks and cuddlers and haberdashers and politicians and unsurprisers and artists and bookies and matchmakers, or some versions of some of those, anyway. 

I could just go out that door. I could learn to speak to the people. I could learn to live with the people. I could learn that they were people. However many bodies they had, or whatever else was strange about them.

But maybe not just yet.

“Who’s left?” I said. “Who else have you heard from?”

Thavé frowned. “From the Margin?”

I shrugged agreement.

“Signal from Amli. Went to reconstruct the Listening Ear in Piopolo 54 with durable tech. And to resettle, from Spiny Delight. The resettlement failed, about fifty thousand individuals died, and Spiny Delight blamed Amli and went into xenophobic seclusion. But the ear’s up.”

“And?

“Everything spinward of there is dead. No signals in the recent archives beyond the two hundred living metacultures we know about. A couple of new high-information-density sources from outside the light-cone of the Dispersal of Humanity. No more luck understanding them than usual.”

“Who else?”

“I was expecting Svetch, but no word. I have no idea what happened there. Shen and Suli are fighting a war in Xelun, and as long as they keep entrenching the paradiegetic agon wherewith erisitc doomtree epistemion—”

The words stopped making sense, decohering into garbage data, like the transmissions from Wiwipewifawiwildoll. 

Thavé was speaking our oldest language, the language we spoke in the creche, in the Margin. You would think I could not forget that language. You would think I could always understand Thavé, at least. At least Thavé.

But I was so tired.

“ . . . Siob?”

There was a mist of teabubbles in my sight. I’d crushed the tea into a hundred pieces, and they were spinning in front of me.

“Siob,” Thavé said, “you need rest. And more than rest.”

I stuck out my tongue in assent. That wasn’t what they did on Wiwipewifawiwildoll. Where did they stick out their tongues to say yes? Maybe in Dream-of-Grace, that silent neoworld of clouds and floating and year-long unmoving dances and endless communications of devotedness—and chilling propriety, and dark conspiracies. I wasted five thousand years in Dream-of-Grace mistaking prissy quietude for resilience. And then the clouds fell. “Yes,” I whispered. I was going down. It was time to go down. “I’ll go. But tell me about the others. Just a few more. I just want to know that there are a few more of us. Around.”

The imitation body that Thavé wore pursed its lips. Which could mean so many things, so many places. Maybe we long-lived ones just understand each other less and less and less as time goes on. “Gul is here,” Thavé said.

“Gul is here?”

“In seclusion. In the forests. With a few other Marginalia—two Motherloves, a Jester, and five Drogenrauschii. Gul won’t talk to me. Hmm.” Thavé frowned. “You just want to know about Marginalia? Because there are some people you knew from Spoonish in a hidden worldlet not too far away, and—”

I couldn’t remember Spoonish, and I couldn’t pay attention to what else Thavé was saying. “Just the people of the Margin.”

Spinning a teaglobe gently, this way and that, Thavé shrugged. “Not many of us left.”

Water crawled along the pink wall. It seemed to be as slow as jelly.

“You want to take a tour first, Siob? Meet some of the locals? Have a little fun?”

Outside the door, the city seethed, roiled, cacophonous. Brimming with people. Were they people? Brimming with dolls, brimming with shadows, brimming with monsters. I forced a smile, a monstrous gritted-teeth affair. “I can’t, Thavé. I can’t. I can’t. I can’t. I have to go down.”

Thavé nodded (whatever that meant). 

It was time for Bedlam. 

● ● ●

There was a claw-hand of a moon, violent violet, digging down past my eyes, beneath the portal, the partial, the penetrating perorating peach perfection, capsized

capsized

in an ocean of night.

That’s not right. Focus on the hands, on the hands—leather? of leather? Running through the heather.

(“I can see where I am, I can always see where I am. Dreaming with part of my brain. But how to interpret what I see? How to know if that—that—is a bed, a wall, a hand, a moon, a vault, a vertilex, a transix, a typhoon?”)

Cultural detox. Hallucenophenomenic aspects of.

That was a paper by someone. What was his name? Fab, or Fabriol, or Fabulous Far? And we were sitting—were we sitting? Or was sitting forbidden, punishable by the introduction of tiny venomous spiders into the tear ducts? No. That was on Tenero. Or a dream on Tenero. A dream induced by the Fabioni as part of the Dream Purge, when blood ran in the streets and we stooped to drink it, to bathe ourselves in it, finger-paint each others’ bodies, crying, joyously, finally enough blood! Finally, enough blood! The floodgates of the bloodbaths had been opened, and the banks of blood-generators turned on and it meant something. That we would die with honor? No. That scarcity was forever banished? No. That we worshipped scarcity by marking the dream of its unlimit, with that blood? No.

I lived that. But maybe it was not on Tenero. Maybe it was that other place called Tenero where everything was different, and it meant nothing. It was just the day we danced in blood, it was daily work. On the auction block, punching the clock, stroking a cock. Was it a sexual act? Did they have sexual acts, on that other Tenero?

I am falling. Yet I am still.

On February First, the worldlet called February First that folded like three silver seeds in the mouth of Forgotten Murder, I learned to fear not-falling. The terror of the feet touching a surface, of the evil magic of weight, binding what should be free, imposing an up, imposing a down. The terror is still vivid after three hundred thousand years of worlds where up and down are as commonplace as north and south, past and future, gender and slavery. I still move sluggishly sometimes, part of me in a terrordream of not-falling—of touching down gently into an implacable gravitic embrace from which I will never be free again. I will never be free again. Always to be looking up, looking down.

Begin again. These are my hands.

On Osoro it was a capital crime to show your hands.

Begin again. Hands and sitting (no, lying? I am lying in a bed. Is this called lying?) but it is not Osoro, nor any Tenero, the blood is safely locked away, you are safe.

Safe?

Admit you’re terrified to look outside. To see what is under that violent, violet moon. There is no safe. 

(Do they have outside here?)

Oh, Siob, you are a hodgepodge. All these desires, feelings, notions, conflicting rubrics of interpretation, accretions of collapsed projects, inconsolable longings for things so long past they make no sense even to you: they are heaped up, piles upon piles in a vast and echoing darkness, a labyrinth of trash you will never escape. 

You will never be whole. 

The longer you go on, the more you scatter, shatter, battered by the moon room, flattened by doom, stretched on a loom, in a tomb . . . 

Oh help oh help! I am dreaming and they are all dying, it is all being lost! I have to go 

Try and slow down. Try and slow down. Try and be here with me. Good. Two hands, five fingers each. Golden hands, the fingers mostly coming to sharp points, the thumbs blunt. Hands of a monster. What? Perfectly normal hands.

There are peoples, classes, genders, autopoesies, in this gangrenous, devouring galaxy of ours, whose whole being is built upon a lack, the longing for annihilation: “I must not be.” And how I long to be among them. But to enter into those glories, that beautiful land, I must enter by that low door of self-hate . . . 

And you should be so lucky, Siob, to have a self to hate.

There’s a purple moon sailing through a void of lack-of-light, and I may be here all night. I have golden claws and a head and, under a blanket, a body which terrifies me. It is horrible, it is glorious. I see it through the eyes of ten thousand cultures. Ludicrous body, clever body, monstrous body, divine body. And what are we, if not the body?

What are we, Siob?

Alone. We are alone.

Siob has gone on far too long.

Siob was walking through a supermarket and lifted a lid of a crate and there, thirty frongs stared up. And, meeting the gaze of the thirty frongs, Siob could not tell: are these being sold as food? Are they fellow-citizens on holiday? Objects of veneration? Is this the secret parliament of the city? Is this an artwork symbolizing sexual excess? A witty poem? A romantic gesture? A challenge to a duel? Are these my friends? Will these be my friends?

Too much knowledge makes Siob an idiot.

There was a claw-hand of a moon clawing into the room, and Siob—wait! feel! These eyes have lids! Oh blessed lids! Look, we can squeeze—so—and the menacing golden hands are blocked by an arc of blackness—and another arc of blackness descends to block the top of the window—oh blessed invention of lids! Now only the purple moon is seen, framed in black—squeeze again, and the moon diffuses, a spiky purple star—and squeeze again—




A memory:

The day before I left the creche I stood

with my maker

at the summit of a jelly mountain, on a party world 

that had been fashioned for the occasion. 

Loops and rings and planetoid archipelagoi, blue air and 

fluffy white clouds diffused around 

beetle-like Engineers, moon-sized, twitching 

their forests of legs, adjusting and forming; 

and beyond, the rest of the Margin.

Siob, a new-forged Interpreter, a hundred and fifty years old.

The day before I left the creche.   

The creations of the Margin: luscious Loverlies; 

brilliant and terrible Warchildren and Harpies and Scourges; 

the finest self-edible Gourmands;

insidious Shadowcreeps and machinating Senators; 

Jesters, Cats, and Mammaloves; 

Book-Becomes and Drogenrauschii 

and a hundred other clever madething

toys.

Cleverest of all the toys were the Interpreters. 

I stood 

at the summit of a jelly mountain. 

A party world.

. . . temporary sexual genders, and been initiated into them

for the occasion

I was still thrumming with mine, like a freshly-tuned . . .  

(Cleverest of all,

the Interpreters,

optimized for first contact 

with lost and diverged and resurgent worlds 

and worldless spaces.)

At the summit of a jelly mountain

with my maker.

Something ordinary, something everyday. 

It is hard for a person to come and go 

across the vastness between the stars. 

It is easier for a toy.

Luscious Loverlies, brilliant and terrible Warchildren—

(A Loverly named Shar.

A Warchild named Etnek.)

To each strange new culture that had grown up over absent centuries, Interpreters came, 

at the behest of the Margin

(the Margin that would fall, 

the Margin that would abandon us,

leaving a hole torn in the sky;

the Margin that would abandon us,

leaving us the cold night).

My maker

leaned toward me, smile fading,

—summit of the gelatinous mountain—

I did not want to bear any terrible secret:

that this time was ending?

I was only trade tech, a tool, a toy.

A tiny motion, almost invisible.

I wanted to return to the party:

Thavé cackling, Svetch boasting, Amli squealing with delight, 

the babbling of the Book-Becomes and the moaning of Gourmands.

At the summit of a jelly mountain, the party below—

—the Engineers, moon-sized, the horizon—

Cold centuries in transit, a silent speck speeding through a night of reddish and bluish stars.

“It is easier for a toy.”

I was only trade tech, a tool, a toy. 

(“Siob, the thing is: unlike you, I haven’t outlived my purpose.”)

We had been tuned to temporary sexual genders, randomly chosen—

A party world fashioned for the occassion—

I was still thrumming—

A tiny gesture, almost invisible.

This time is ending. 

That which you were too selfish to desire.

Cleverest of all the toys.

—smile fading,


I am on the surface. 

I am no longer Siob; I am a tree.

The night is bright, beyond the thick green clouds. A paleohuman person could not see beyond those clouds. The twelve foolish, squishy bodies of that wanderer who settled here . . . Siob’s friend, Siob’s beloved lost-and-found comrade . . . those twelve foolish bodies could not see through these clouds. 

Foolish wanderer, foolish friend, whose name I pretend to have forgotten. I won’t think of it. I am not Siob. I am not Siob.

I am a tree. I am shaped into a tree, I am rooted in this grove. Sylvomorphic infrastructure. All around the night is thick with branches and their tangled shadows. I spread wide leaves above my bulk, and each leaf is a wide-band electromagnetic receptor, and my wide branches give me ample parallax, and I see through those green clouds.

The sky blazes. Stars untouched by the grubby hands of the people of the Margin. 

Here and there, I see the traces of the Dispersal of Humanity, of the age when stars were wrought anew as engines and signal-fires, of the long decline since. Repurposed brown dwarf stars bubbling with computation. The slowly drifting scintillade-regions of swarm peoples. The subtle light-bending shadows of abandoned megastructures decaying in the darkness. So many worlds with traces of oxygen, of water, of carbon dioxide, in atmospheres once barren of them. So many of our fingerprints.

My warden, Chumo, sleeps in my branches. Chumo is a person of this world, a warden of a Bedlam by profession, and therefore, sensibly, mad. Chumo welcomed me here, Chumo has been my companion for many years, in this grove, this haven, my Madhouse.

There is a rustling in the forest. Someone is coming.

I watch the sky. Once we spread throughout that sky; you can see our traces. There were disseminations and wars and interpenetrations and pilgrimages and desubstantiations. There were tyrannies and ontocracies and republics and stochastocracies and anarchies and harmonia and chronoscopies and immanencies and subsumptions. There were great things built and abandoned. And we faded; we dwindled; we are scattered embers now, where once we leapt from star to star like flames. 

Siob would have looked at that sky full of ruins and seen defeat, and danger. Siob would have worried. Siob would have desperately sought a way to fan those embers that remain.

But I am not Siob.

Beyond and among those stars that bear our fingerprints, are all the untouched places. Gas clouds and nebulae and the mighty swathes of dark matter, and all those stars we passed by, and all those stars that were beyond us. They perform their ineluctable celestial dance. The night is full. The night is wild and full.

The rustling in the forest grows nearer. Something wide and bulbous, rolling and crunching through the underbrush. 

Siob did not know how to look beyond desperation. A desperate quest, a panicked rush, to find resilience for the descendants of humanity. 

Siob did not know how to see the whole sky.

But I am no longer Siob. I am a tree. I am a tree in a grove on this nameless world. My roots hold tight to its body, and we whirl together through the night.

The wide and bulbous thing comes rolls the clearing. It is Gul. I have not seen Gul of the Margin for fifteen thousand years.

Gul rolls over to me, nestles against my trunk. 

We say nothing. 

But I am glad, so glad that Gul has found me.

Chumo sleeps in my branches. 

Within the inviolable sphere of my brain, buried deep in my trunk, five hundred thousand years of Siob’s memories are stacked and folded and put away, like winter clothes in a summer attic. They are not a prison, they are not a labyrinth, whatever Siob thought. They are just things, like the moss on my trunk; like Ship sleeping truculently in a wide orbit around this system, awaiting Siob’s whistle; like a tender flame of plasma flaring from a young star.

At the horizon, its dark green smeared with a tiny streak of pink dawn, a star catches my attention. There is a flicker in its chromosphere; traces of a strange-matter reaction. Someone with Margin-level tech has touched that star. 

It is anomalous. It is curious. It is interesting. 

I would like to tell someone. 

And when I think this, I think of a pink marble room, where water ripples across stone, and drinking tea.

Very well, I will remember the name: Thavé. My friend, my comrade . . . twelve bodies or no.

I think I am ready to see Thavé again. I would like to talk. Maybe Chumo and Gul will come with me.

Perhaps tomorrow I will not be a tree. Perhaps I will leave the grove. Perhaps I will be something new.

Siob, that exile, driven from world to world, seeking some fabulous resilience that would let everything endure . . . Siob felt that this was the end. Siob was consumed with that fear: that this was the end, the end of the long arc, the end of time. That we were here in the ruins, abandoned, struggling against the night.

But it is never the end of time. It is always the middle. We are always on the way. We spring up for a moment, we spread and grow, and then we go extinct, and it is the turn of some other configuration of matter. We are, then we are not.

But it is always now. It is always here. It is always the middle of time. And the night is wild and lush, and the night goes on forever.
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You Have the Prettiest Mask

Sarah Langan
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I Became a Mean Girl

The summer before plague masks took over the Chaunce School for Girls, my whole world kind of gasped. Everything suddenly got really slow and nervous. It was that moment that happens right before the scream.

The world in general, and not just my world, was a dumpster fire. You couldn’t tune into a stream without hearing bad news. Between the Y-Plague and the weird parties that parents were throwing for their daughters when they turned thirteen, I was stressed out. Nervous, even. Unless I was with my best friend Paloma Xenteras, I was hiding in my room, pretending none of it was happening. I’d fold my clothes and put things in proper places for hours. Then, the next day, I’d do the same thing. And then the next day, I’d move the furniture. 

And then my personal bad news happened. Paloma told me she was going away all summer. Her parents had rented a cabin in Ontario to get away from all the noise. I knew she didn’t mean traffic noise. New Yorkers like traffic noise. She meant the streams and radios tuned to NPR, and the screens that flickered wherever you wandered, if you were brave enough to wander outside.

The problem was that Paloma and I had been besties since kindergarten. I was a penguin of a person. I picked one friend and that friend was the only person I cared about. I friended for life. I came to her house the day she left. Is it because of me? I asked her mom. I promised I’d be nicer and I’d stop distracting Paloma from homework when we teamed up for projects and I’d stop dropping eff-bombs when I didn’t think she was listening. I’d stop eating so many groceries when I was over at her house, and I was really sorry about those Pringles last time. It was just that my mom was always on a diet and we never had good food! Then I was crying and Paloma was crying and her mom hugged us both and promised it wasn’t about groceries. She lifted my chin with her finger like I was a little kid, and not a twelve-year-old. “It’s not about you. We love you, Cathy,” she said, and then even Paloma’s mom looked kind of weepy, and I got the feeling there was something she didn’t love, when she told me that. But you don’t ask adults questions when they flash those expressions. You just guess. Like, maybe she didn’t like my parents and the whole trip was to get away from them. Or maybe it was that she didn’t like her apartment because it smelled like curry and mice from the Chinese restaurant downstairs. Or maybe it was the plague masks.

Pretty soon after that, I was curbside, hugging them good-bye as they drove for Honey Harbor, Ontario.

The first few days were a total wash. I sat around staring at walls, then literally washing the walls with bleach, because it’s awful when you notice a greasy handprint, and once you clean it away, you notice that the spot you made is brighter than the rest. It’s uneven. And you need to make it even.

I spent a lot of time doing weird stuff like that because that was the summer that outside stopped being safe for girls like me. I also drew intricate mazes and hung them on my walls. Like, crazy intricate. At night when I was trying to sleep, which always took a while, I’d imagine I was inside one of those mazes, working myself out. 

After a week without Paloma, I realized something strange: a part of me was relieved. Paloma and I were like sisters, and loyal like sisters. It didn’t matter that we didn’t have a lot in common. We trusted each other. But since Y-Plague, we’d drifted. Her parents didn’t allow streams and they didn’t allow screens. She didn’t know things. She was innocent.

On the day the first mask law passed in Louisiana, she’d been on her roof, trying to get a tan in this giant surfer bathing suit that had covered half her legs and arms. I’d tried to tell her what was happening, why I was upset, and she’d just pulled the wilted cucumbers from over her eyes and said, “It’s going to be okay. It won’t come to New York. My parents promised . . . Wanna dance?”

Going to her house had been like leaving a funeral for a surprise party. You had to be like: Oh! Hey! Great, yeah! Let’s do that extra credit biography on Mercy Otis Warren. Then we’ll have a pillow fight while your mom bakes Tollhouse Cookies! It’ll be a nice change for me, because when I left my house my parents were literally screaming at each other, and half the women on the streets, including your building manager, were wearing plague masks. They were looking at me but I couldn’t tell if they were scowling or smiling or what. They were like ghost people. Your obliviousness isn’t infuriating at all and I absolutely don’t feel like I’m about to explode.

So, I’d noticed this. That I felt a little more myself without Paloma around.

At dinner that night, my dad told me to stop rearranging the furniture like a weirdo. He was sorry camp had been canceled, but I needed to be self-motivated. I needed to devise an alternative plan. He suggested I start texting girls like Irene Scott and Penny Dupont—girls whose parents were important. He said he liked Paloma, but I was sophisticated. I had potential. Paloma came from hippies. She didn’t have good sense. She was . . . basic.

I was glad he thought I was sophisticated. I also felt I was sophisticated, and that Paloma was basic. It was nice he’d noticed, when he so rarely noticed anything about me anymore. When I was little, we’d been close. Like people glued together. Then Y-Plague came along like a bucket of solvent, dissolving every bond between us. Now he was my submarine dad, popping up when I least expected to give annoying advice or criticize. The rest of the time he hung out deep unwater, at work or with my little brother, whom he treated like the second coming of Jesus Christ.

Irene Scott and Penny Dupont were not girls I liked. They were the opposite of cool. If our school had a caste system, the popular girls were the ones with super-powers like from My Hero Academia. They could digest people outside their bodies like frogs, or open portals to new universes or shoot fire balls. Me and Paloma were the normal people without powers. And Penny Dupont and Irene Scott were something worse than ordinary. Mashed potatoes, maybe. The kind without skins. Just that white crap.

So, no way. Still, my dad’s suggestion gave me an idea. I was curious about the popular girls. I thought I might have something in common with them because, lately, I wanted to do mean things. I wanted to do crazy things like run into traffic and scream at strangers. I wanted to flip over my family dinner table and tell everybody off. Maybe there was a hidden super power inside me, too. Y-Plague had triggered it and all I needed was the company of the cool people to set it free. So, I texted five different girls and wrote the same thing to all of them: I wanna get wasted.

Nobody answered. Sometimes little dots showed up, like they were writing back. Then the dots went away.

Twenty minutes later I was sweating from the shame. I was in my tiny bedroom, door closed, air conditioning blasting, sweating and pacing like a confused zoo monkey. Were they all together right now? Were they shout-laughing something like: I always knew Cathy Lerner was weird! What a freakshow!

So, I went back in. I wrote them all again. JK! Not! Maybe! I wrote, which, you know, I’m sure cleared it all up.

Rhonda Pandheja texted back. I was holding the phone, and it was like it turned into hot wax. My hands freaked out at the sight of her name. I dropped the phone, because maybe her name could see right through the glass. Maybe she was looking at me!

Rhonda Pandheja was the queen of our grade. She was also a psycho. By psycho, I don’t mean that she stuffed her mom with formaldehyde and sat her in a rocker. Though, maybe? I mean shaking with cartoon rage if somebody sat in her special queen seat in the cafeteria, and, once in a while, finding them in the hall and belting them. I mean mocking the underclassmen when they fetched her lunch wrong. It wasn’t just other people that she hurt, either. In fourth grade right before the Y-Plague lockdown, our teacher accused her of messing up her report on Phantom Tollbooth. It got her so mad that she pulled out this loose baby tooth. And then she worked on the rest of her teeth over the course of the day until she had four baby teeth and her mouth was this gash of blood. By emotional health class, she was holding the teeth but trying to hide them, like they were evidence of something bad. Like it wasn’t the fact that she’d yanked them that was the problem, it was the baby teeth. They were evil.

In other words, Rhonda Pandheja was not somebody you messed with.

Hell yeah! Let’s get wasted, she texted. Only kidding! Not really! You suck! I’m just joking, you fucking loser!

This went on for a while and I had no idea if she hated me or was making fun of me with a crowd of friends while I sat alone in my lame room with its weird mazes all over, that I’d drawn with 005 micron pens. So I kept my answers neutral: Sure! Yeah! I’m serious! JK! I know! I’m such a loser!

We stopped texting. My phone went dark. I should have been relieved, but I wasn’t. I’d had this feeling while texting her, this alive feeling. 

Wanna hang? Rhonda asked a few days later.

Yes. Absolutely. I wanted that so much. I texted back: Whatever! Why not? smiley face/angry face/death face.

Rhonda and this other popular girl, Lola Gipson, picked me up at my apartment. I didn’t yet know to be embarrassed of my apartment, but I did know to be embarrassed of my family, so I was waiting just inside the building, looking out when Rhonda’s driver Ivan pulled up in a giant, armored Mercedes van.

I didn’t talk the whole ride. Didn’t even ask where we were going. Lola and Rhonda were in the way-back, and they didn’t make room for me, so I took a seat in the middle row. Rhonda was tall and skinny with a really long nose, her features all angled, but not in a pretty way, which was weird, because her mom literally used to be a supermodel. Lola was dark skinned, with big brown eyes and very curvy. Like, definitely a C cup. Before Y-Plague, she’d always had boyfriends. Since she was black, some people thought she was a scholarship student. This was weird for them to think, because the girl was a fashion plate. She wore a Tiffany headband to school and her boots were hand-crafted by a cobbler in Italy.

Rhonda and Lola took a deep dive on how to build stream followings without posting nudes. Including my parents and extended family, I had twelve followers on my stream. Also, I had no boobs. Clearly, I had nothing to add to the conversation. So, I sat there, facing forward. I had the feeling they’d forgotten about me and I was afraid to remind them, in case it made them mad.

The car stopped and somebody opened the door for us. Since none of us had masks, they rushed us into this tall building on the Upper East Side. A plaque inside said Club Tourniquet. The walls were all dark wood, and it smelled both old and clean, like the Guggenheim. We took an elevator to a lounge with red velvet couches where people worked on screens. Some were adults, others our age, doing homework or whatever. I followed Rhonda and Lola past that, to stairs in the back that led to a small restaurant and bar. 

At first, I didn’t know why I felt so happy. Why my chest felt like it was twice as deep, and the air was twice as sweet, and for once, I didn’t want to mentally rearrange all the furniture like a Tetris game. Why, despite being with these scary, sophisticated girls, I felt so comfortable. But then I figured it out. Not a single girl or woman was wearing a mask. Not even the bartender or wait staff or hostess. This place, these walls, were safe.

“Is it always like this?” I asked. And Rhonda and Lola looked at me like maybe I was a moron. Like: WTF? You’ve literally never been here before?

A whole bunch of Chaunce kids were at this giant table beside the bar and Rhonda and Lola joined them. They didn’t wave for me to follow and they took the last two empty seats. I followed anyway. Life was happening here. The real shit was going down, while I’d been wasting time eating Pringles at Paloma Xenteras’ house. I didn’t care if they didn’t like me. For this, I’d make them like me.

I stood there, right behind Rhonda. Compared to the rest of them, in designer everything, my outfit was . . . bad. 

“Who’s she?” the sophomore across from Rhonda asked, her chin pointed at me. Except I knew her. Her little sister was a grade below. I’d been to her brownstone twice for playdates.

Rhonda grinned this tight, closed-lip grin. My heart split lengthwise with terror. “She’s our loser shield. If somebody tries to talk to us, we can throw her at them. Her smelly douche powers’ll neutralize them.”

Everybody except for purple-haired Lola started laughing. Lola gave me this look, like: say something.

Here’s what they didn’t know. The price of being here was worth being teased. I was totally cool with it. “Sure!” I said. “Point me at them. I’d be happy to.”

They liked that. They all started laughing, like I was in on the joke with them. Rhonda’s angry grin turned into a real one. “I brought you here and that makes you my slave. Go tell my mom to fuck herself, slave,” she said. 

“Your wish is my command, master,” I said, and then everyone, even Rhonda, was howling.

“Where is she?” I asked.

The laughter got even louder. Rhonda pulled the chair from a nearby table, and pointed for me to sit. “Forget it,” she said. “Another time.” And then I was with them, talking and laughing like one of them like I belonged in their club. Like I was one of the safe people, who would survive this. Who would come out the other side, unbroken.

I hung out with Rhonda and Lola every day after that. Once I was in her circle, Rhonda was nice. She saved her mean for everyone else. Lola was smart, and not in a book way. She understood how people worked, what made them act the way they did. People assumed she was mean because she was so serious and because her best friend was Rhonda, but it wasn’t true. One-on-one, she was gentle as a kitten. We confided in each other that summer, and spent late nights talking. In the dark one time, Lola told us, with this delighted grin, that she wasn’t a virgin. The boy was a secret. I’d felt awed by that. Scared, too.

We went to each other’s houses, and did all the things you’re not allowed to do at twelve, but you do anyway, like sneaking into the liquor cabinet, then showing each other how fun it is to straddle the arm of a wingback chair. I felt myself. The real me. A person with rougher edges than I’d ever been allowed to show Paloma.

I re-penguined, this time with two girls instead of one.

I’d been worried, but my submarine dad surfaced long enough to approve of Rhonda and Lola. He said that while they seemed wild, Chaunce girls always pulled it together by graduation. Girls with their pedigrees had too many safety nets to fall very far. He told me not to feel bad about Paloma, who had no idea that I was going to drop her on day one of seventh grade. He said it was inevitable; I’d needed to spread my wings. Paloma had been holding me back. At the end of lower school, you’re never the same person you used to be and it’s nobody’s fault, he’d said.

But it was absolutely my fault. I’d hunted it down like a wild boar.

● ● ●

We went to this school called Chaunce, an all-girls on the Upper East Side with the motto “know thyself.” It cost $73,000 a year, not including the bus, hot lunch, or afterschool. Most Chaunce girls started in kindergarten and were expected to stay until college, when we matriculated to the Ivy League or Wesleyan if we were weird. I was weird. I drew mazes and needed my clothes to never have tags or else my skin felt like it was burning, and stuff like that. But I knew enough to keep my weird hidden. I never acted like that at Chaunce or with Paloma or even with Rhonda and Lola. I saved it all up and then spewed it once I got home to my room. I contained it there, like a smelly pet hamster. 

The Chaunce brochure made our education look like some kind of love-fest, where we sat around and laughed while making mud pies and practicing yoga. Children can only learn when they’re happy, Chaunce boasted. The rest comes naturally. That’s why Chaunce girls score in the top percentiles on every standardized exam, including the SAT.

But none of it was fun. All of it was work. We didn’t just get graded in math, science, history, and literature. We got graded in pottery and we got graded in how well we meditated. We got graded in whether we could shoot a basket, and whether we were good at sharing our feelings during class-wide council. So we made up our feelings, and when we were waxing especially dramatic, we even cried while telling them. We pretended our dogs were dead or our adopted sisters were dead or our imaginary friends were real but also dead.

My guess was that most Chaunce parents loved their daughters. They wanted us to be happy, so long as we also did everything they told us to do. I mean, they hadn’t paid the big bucks for life’s simple joys. If they’d wanted us to play in mud and eat organic, they’d have sent us to the Rudy Steiner Waldorf. They’d sent us to Chaunce for connections; theirs and our own. Our job was to train in the language of the upper class. To look adults in the eye when we shook their hands, to make incisive jokes tinted with sarcasm but not cruelty, to look pretty and get straight As. To never confess to studying but to make it all look easy, like something we’d naturally been born with. Something impossible to acquire unless you knew the secrets of the ruling class. As a scholarship kid, it was my job to learn from and pass for a ruling-class Chaunce girl. To hide what I really was from them, and to become them by osmosis.

Paloma, another scholarship girl, never seemed to understand that. I think that’s what annoyed my dad about her. She just thought she was there to learn trigonometry.

The first day of seventh grade, Paloma met me at my cubby. I hadn’t seen her in almost three months. She looked child-like and young in her too-big, second-hand uniform, and I felt a hundred years old. It was like that relativity thing, where a century had passed for me and just three months for her. She’d gotten all tidy for her first day back: Fresh blazer, ironed shirt, pants creased, her BFF half-heart necklace dangling, even though I’d stopped wearing my half months before.

“Yes! CATHY! I missed you so much!” she cried, and then she hugged me and squealed this high pitched, enthusiastic squeal that made me want to stab my own ears and then stab her, too.

All breathless, she told me about the lake cottage, and the lame stuff she’d done with the kids she’d met there, that she thought was scandalous, like role-playing MHA and taking turns reading the sexy parts of romance novels.

I wanted to puke at the nerd-ness.

She kept talking with this fierce, earnest intensity, and I felt bad for her, and bad in general. I’d spread my wings. I was different now. A moth or a butterfly, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was, we no longer fit.

“Let’s sign up for all the same afterschool!” she cried, which was impossible, because I’d already been practicing field hockey with Rhonda and Lola and had made the team. After that, we’d do swimming, and in the spring we’d do tennis. We’d decided this.

“I can’t,” I said, right as Rhonda and Lola walked up. Rhonda looked especially cool. She had this thing, where she rolled her sleeves to her elbows and rolled her knee-high socks around her angles like four little donuts. It was her trademark. Some people copied, but they just looked stupid. Lola’s trademark was her dyed bright-purple hair that she straightened into ringlets down her back. She also wore her uniform skirt a size too small. People copied that look, too, but nobody looked half as hot. They’d told me I’d needed a trademark, so I’d cut my sweater vest down the middle, made it into a safety-pinned cardigan. Punk rock! Today was my debut with it. I felt stupid, and was pretty sure I looked stupid, but probably people would think I was making a joke. I would then agree that yes, I’d been making a joke.

“Hey, slave!” Rhonda called to me.

Paloma narrowed her eyes, like she was about to defend me, which would have been suicidally stupid but not out of character. She thought we were still penguined, even though she’d only sent me two postcards all summer. I’d known the girl for seven years, and she’d sent me a picture of Niagara Falls and a picture of Lake Ontario, with this scrawl on the back about what an amazing time she was having.

Rhonda grabbed my hand, and Lola grabbed the other hand. I felt strong like that. I felt like I wasn’t a person. I was part of a bigger thing; a cell in a great, mindless organism.

“You look constipated,” Rhonda told Paloma. “You’re like a giant Ex-Lax emergency.”

Paloma’s face went red and her lower lip got all quivery. She looked only at me. Her problem was that she didn’t know that none of this mattered. We could say and do anything to each other and it meant nothing, because the world was falling apart. The whole system was broken into pieces and she was playing make-believe at summer camp. In a way, I was helping her. I was explaining it to her. And also, I was just really mad. Two frigging postcards. She’d brought this on herself.

“She smells like it, too,” I said. “She’s full of shit up there.”

Then we three turned, a connected chain of perfection, and left her behind. 

● ● ●

Irene Scott’s Bloody Thirteen at the Bohemian Beer Garden

Seventh grade. I’d been back at Chaunce for about a month. I sat at the popular table, and I wore my safety pin cardigan, and I kicked ass at field hockey. Paloma and I weren’t friends anymore, though I sometimes caught her looking at me. Once in a while I’d look back to let her know that yeah, I saw her. She wasn’t invisible. Then I’d look away.

Though plague mask laws had been passing for a couple of years, they’d only recently passed in New York and police were only just starting to enforce them. Masks were required in public spaces, but not private ones. So, Chaunce girls didn’t have to wear in school. In our grade we were all still twelve, and no one expected us to start wearing until thirteen. You just had to be careful if you were outside. You had to look as much like a little kid as you could, or people freaked out.

Rhonda, Lola, and I never talked about the masks. We just sneered when we saw them, pretended like they were beneath us. We acted like it couldn’t ever happen to us. I think we were hoping some change would come, and we’d be saved.

But then we got invitations from the first of us to turn thirteen: Irene Scott. 

Irene was the skinless mashed potatoes I mentioned before. She was also really tiny. Like, you had the feeling she’d never get past five feet or a buck. Her family lived in one of those McMansions in Forrest Hills that people build overnight, like: just add water—it’s a soul-free house! She came to Chaunce with all the credentials that should have made her popular, like rich parents and a WASP pedigree. Her mom was a Chaunce girl, and her grandmother, and her great-grandmother, too. They went all the way back to 1890. Their business was fat collection. For real. They collected all the fat from restaurants using a fleet of trucks. Then they sold the fat. They had contracts all over the country.

For a long time, I had thought the fat business was just a cover and they were mafia or money launderers, because it seemed like such a fake job and also because they lived in Queens. At Chaunce gatherings, Irene’s parents talked to us in baby talk. I couldn’t understand how people that dumb were so rich unless they cheated.

Anyway, we would have accepted Irene even if she had been mafia. It wasn’t our business. The real problem with Irene was that she was uptight. She cared. A lot. And not about anything important.

She cried if she got less than 100 percent on her spelling tests. It’s like no one had ever explained to her that spelling didn’t matter—it was the only test you could fail and didn’t have to re-take. In third grade, she puked from norovirus, then swallowed the puke so no one else would get infected. Everybody was like: Grossss!!! Why did you do that, Irene? But the teachers were like: Aren’t you just so heartbreakingly sweet, Irene? Everybody! Be extra special nice to Irene when she comes back! 

Irene Scott’s friends were losers. Not in a good, honorable way, like they had standards that they lived by, or they were super naïve and cheerful and just not ready to grow up. Just, losers. Even Paloma stayed away from them, because they were the types who got mad at you if you forgot the lines to the big holiday song for chorus. (Yes, this happened to me in second grade. I was playing with my erasers and I forgot that Carole of the Bells was happening, even though we were on stage, and supposed to be singing it.) Irene hung with the types who brought carefully packed carrots without dressing for lunch, like starvation made them virtuous. They were the types with open-secret eating disorders and good posture. The types who listened to substitute teachers and wore their uniforms exactly. In short, they sucked. They set a bad example. Everybody, even my parents, was like: Irene Scott volunteers at the animal shelter and does the dishes in her house. No one ever has to remind Irene Scott to practice her violin. Irene Scott’s stupid skinny and never has dessert or backtalks or rearranges her room in weird, compulsive ways because she’s too busy studying the geography of places that won’t exist in ten years. WHY CAN’T YOU BE MORE LIKE IRENE SCOTT?!?

● ● ●

Irene’s invitation was handwritten in pretty calligraphy and folded into a flat origami swan. She wanted us to join her for a birthday celebration at the Astoria Beer Hall in Queens. I counted sixteen perfect folds as I pressed it out on my desk, flat and white; blue ink on cardstock paper. I remember wishing I could iron the folds flat, unmake the invitation, because I knew what was coming.

For weeks, we texted about the party with this crackling, distracted energy. What was it? Why the hell was it in Queens? Why had we been invited, when we never talked to Irene Scott except to tell her to mind her own damn business when she complained that we should have bussed our own trays in the cafeteria, or that if we didn’t do our homework we’d probably end up dead?

She’d invited only the most popular girls with the most viewed streams. I figured I’d made the cut because of my friends. She’d wanted to make sure Rhonda and Lola had no good excuse to skip out.

The day of Irene’s party, the October leaves were pretty autumn fire and I loved the crunch they made when I stepped on them, like a box of exploding Saltines. Rhonda’s driver Ivan picked me up. I was wearing this tight, shimmery thing Lola had leant me, that my mom had ruined by forcing clothes up top and underneath.

The three of us sat in the back. Rhonda and Lola laughed so hard it sounded like howling when I stripped down and took off my cardigan, tights, and bra. “Don’t look, Ivan! Whatever you do, avert your virgin eyes!” Rhonda commanded, and Ivan’s neck blushed as he tilted the rearview mirror up to the ceiling. 

“Really, Rhonda,” Ivan said in his thick accent, and she kind of tittered, because she was totally obsessed with him. She talked about him when he wasn’t around, like: I wonder what Ivan’s doing right now . . . Do you think he has a hot girlfriend? When we went to Club Tourniquet, she always wrapped her leftovers and gave them to him. She’d told us that when we weren’t around, he lectured her about acting like a lady. She claimed to hate this, but we knew she loved it.

The scenery changed once we got to the other side of the midtown tunnel. The houses were small and the air smelled burnt. After turning down a bunch of small streets, Ivan pulled into the giant car lot beside the Astoria Beer Hall. Vagrants in the parking lot were smoking real cigarettes. “Change!” a homeless lady shouted as she banged on Ivan’s window. “Spare a dollar?” Which was weird. Who used cash anymore?

We ducked low and told Ivan to keep driving past the valet. 

“Astoria’s where they cremated all the plague bodies,” whispered Lola. Which was true. They’d been sent here from throughout the entire tri-state. Y-Plague was deadly, but only for men. Women of child-bearing age didn’t get sick from it. They only carried. But most of the time, they didn’t know they were carrying until the men around them started dying.

I sometimes felt like if I wanted, I’d be able to summon Y-Plague and make it hot inside me. Become a beautiful and deadly superhero. Other times, I worried that it was there, waiting to come out when I least expected, to ruin my life. When that happened my chest got heavy. It was hard to breathe.

“Smells like Stalingrad during the Great Purge,” Rhonda said, because Rhonda. Ivan craned his neck to shoot her a quick, disappointed look.

“I don’t like this,” Lola said. 

Lola actually seemed upset, so I decided to keep her company. 

“I’m like, so freaked out right now,” I said, my voice all quivering. I wasn’t. At least, I wasn’t scared of the homeless or the smell or even the burning bodies. I mean, we were in the back of a limousine and our driver was a beefy Russian carrying a semi-automatic. I was, however, freaked out by this party. If this was a Bloody Thirteen mask ball, I’d never been to one. I didn’t know if I wanted to start.

Rhonda rolled her window down and flared her nostrils. It smelled like nothing. Like smoke and something just a little sweet. Maraschino cherries.

“Seriously. It’s burning bodies out there.”

“Gross,” I said. “You’re a cannibal.”

“Slut,” Rhonda said.

“Roll it up!” Lola cried, and her voice was upset. So, Rhonda rolled.

“I don’t want to go this party. We’re gonna get raped out there,” said Lola. She had this huge terror of rape, not just because her parents were always telling her that if she ever rode the subway she’d get raped, but also because her stream was filled with first-person accounts. She pored over them late at night. She said she liked upsetting herself. It made her feel alive.

“We can’t go out there because rape,” I said. Then I picked up my phone. “We have to warn everybody. It’s life and death!” 

“Don’t joke,” Lola whispered. She pursed her full lips, all serious. She had bags under her eyes, and I could tell she’d been up on the streams all night. We sometimes teased her about her stream addiction like it was a funny thing, but it was actually real. She had an addiction.

“Birthday rape surprise,” Rhonda said. “You called it, Lola. Now we have to warn everybody.” Then we were texting the whole chain of popular Chaunce girls. 

When Ciara Juentes’s Escalade pulled in, her driver passed the valet circle, too. We nabbed her, plus four more girls for a total of eight—everybody who’d bothered to show up from Chaunce.

● ● ●

Rhonda’s car was big enough for all of us. As soon as we were all inside, she broke out her grape vape that reminded me of the taste of her lips. I’d made out with her a couple of weeks before. I was super flattered, but I wasn’t into it. I have this thing, and it’s not OCD but it’s like OCD. I can’t stand tiny touches, like when you butterfly kiss a baby with your eyelashes, or you notice the way your clothes are resting on your shoulders, but the pressure isn’t enough, or there’s a half-breeze through an open window that only gets to just one place on your body. Kissing Rhonda felt like that for me and I don’t think it was because she’s a girl. She was just the wrong person, generally. Whatever was inside her would never grab me enough, or the right way, or the way I wanted. 

Rhonda said she liked kissing me, but I didn’t buy it. She just wanted everyone in the 7th grade to think she was getting action, which was hard to do without boys. She kept trying to make out again, every time Lola was out of the room, and I kept telling her I had my period, which I’d gotten in August and my father had treated like a funeral. He’d dragged me to Walgreens to get registered and tested, so now I was literally a card-carrying member of the Y-Plague class.

Rhonda’s vape was laced with just enough THC to keep us mellow, but not so much our eyes got red. Sitting in rows inside the van, we took pictures of arms pressed together to look like boobs, then posted them anonymously on disappearing snapchats while Ivan read his newspaper. 

After a while, Ciara felt bad—like Irene was probably missing us, her popular friends that she’d pretended to have for the sake of saving face with her family, and we should make an appearance. 

Before going in, we tuned into the party’s live stream. All eight of us collectively gasped. Every woman and girl over thirteen years old was wearing a plague mask.

“This is a Bloody Thirteen,” Ciara whispered.

“Oh, fuck no,” Rhonda said.

I laughed. It wasn’t happy laughing.

“Why didn’t she tell us?” Lola asked.

“’Cause we wouldn’t have come,” Rhonda said.

The crowd at the Astoria Beer Hall got quiet. The hundred or so guests had individual bananas fosters. Through the stream, all those out-of-focus deserts looked like those images of explosions in zero gravity. Everything’s on fire, even the air.

Nat and Natalie King Cole’s “Unforgettable,” played softly as Irene Scott’s dad escorted her through the crowd of guests. She wore this gorgeous lace dress with pretty but plastic-looking sequins. I remember hating her a little bit, that she had a dad who was that interested in her. Like, maybe my submarine dad would surface more often if I had a Bloody Thirteen.

When she got to the front of the room, her thin, pretty mom, who was wearing a blue lace mask, tied an identical one at the nape of Irene’s neck and the crown of her head. Then each parent stood on either side of her and lifted her arms in the air, like she was a champion of their perfect, nuclear family team. The crowd of partygoers started clapping.

Irene squinted with what I imagine was joy. But who the hell could tell? It’s not like we could see her mouth.

Everybody watching from Rhonda’s car got quiet. Even Ivan kind of stiffened. 

“I like pageantry. It’s actually kind of pretty,” Ciara said. “My parents want me to have one, too.”

“I think I want one,” said another girl, whose name I don’t want to remember anymore.

I realized then that I’d been lucky. Sheltered. When Y-Plague came along, no men I knew had gotten sick with it. No men I knew had died from it. We’d stayed home for a boring year, but my parents hadn’t lost their jobs. We still lived in our apartment. When the laws started changing, forcing women to get tested and then to carry proof of virus status and finally, now, forcing them into masks, those laws hadn’t touched my life. But I’d felt it coming. I’d ditched one friend for the safety these two provided. For a bodyguard in an armored car who drove me to and from school, and for the private clubs, where I’d planned to weather this storm without a mask. But it hadn’t worked. The bad stuff had finally broken through.

Maybe Rhonda, the meanest of us all, was thinking the same thing. “That dumb bitch!” she shouted. “She’s gonna fuck this up for all of us!”

● ● ●

Y-Plague

“Boot and rally!” Ciara cried. This was my catch phrase from sixth grade and she’d stolen it, because she was Ciara. That was her thing. She stole catchphrases and said them with more conviction, so now everybody would assume Boot and Rally had always been hers, and I was the copycat. This meant that even though I was Iggy Popp’s number one fan, because my dad was Iggy Pop’s number one fan, and The Stooges were the only thing he ever talked about with me anymore, I would have to find a new catchphrase. Frigging Ciara! She popped the lock and busted out. The rest followed. Me, Rhonda, and Lola stayed.

It got quiet in the car. We watched on streams. Dark had fallen during the time we’d been hanging out, making the bananas fosters on guests’ plates that much brighter. “I wonder what they feel like,” Lola whispered. 

“Masks?” I asked.

“I’ve tried them,” Rhonda said, her voice cracking, not with fury but with sadness. “It’s what you think. A thing on your face that doesn’t belong there.”

● ● ●

Three years ago the pandemic H10N3, or Y- Plague, first broke out in swine, then leaped to humans. It looked a lot like Ebola. You got a fever and cough, then lost your skin on both the inside and the outside. It sloughed away and you died overnight. It erupted in pockets all over the world, especially cities and prisons and all that. Only men got sick. In a very short time, 20 million of them died.

It’s a small fraction of the global population. Less than .35 percent. But 20 million people is a lot of people, and they died in grisly ways. People got traumatized. They got evicted. Wedding bands got stolen off husbands’ bodies in city morgues. Kids had breakdowns. The supply chain collapsed. You’d be surprised how crazy the world turns when something like that happens. It affects a lot more things than you could ever imagine.

The world broke.

I was in fourth grade when it happened. They shut down Chaunce and we had to do everything by stream. Fourth grade’s some kind of benchmark year. I had to learn long division and I had to analyze Omnivore’s Dilemma by myself. Spoiler alert: he’s smug! It was the year of stream-slumber parties. It was the year, all cooped up, that my parents started fighting. Nothing good came from Y-Plague.

It was a retrovirus. The male babies and boys and men who got it died before they had the chance to spread it. Women of childbearing years got it, too. Only, they didn’t die. From tons of testing, scientists figured out that danger zone was about two years after a girl’s first period, through menopause. During that time, the Y-Plague replicated inside her even though she didn’t have any symptoms. She carried it. She spread it.

With a touch or a kiss or even a whisper, she killed men.

No one knew the cure, but they knew how to test for it. So a year after the lockdown, they initiated this global test on every woman on the planet. About a billion women tested positive. 140 million of them were considered “hot” carriers. In the rest, the disease had gone dormant. It might come out later, but for now it wasn’t present in saliva, which was mostly how it got passed: though coughing and talking. Those 140 million women reported to national containment centers without due process or trial or even a blowout farewell party. My second cousin lived in one of them and I used to get notifications in my stream. She shared her apartment with three other women in a project outside Cleveland and was allowed to go outside for fresh air twice a day. The doors opened but nobody announced it on loud speakers or streams or anything, so she didn’t know she could leave. She was like those free-range chickens whose eggs you buy at the store, that aren’t actually free range. Because the barns doors opened for them, but they never knew how to get out.

The contained women in America never got re-tested to verify they were still hot, and so far, nobody had mentioned a release date. It had only been two years, but so much had happened that people kept forgetting about them. Their funding kept getting cut. All over Manhattan, people carried these signs that said REMEMBER and then sometimes other people met those people with counter protests, saying we should remember the dead men instead. It’s the dead men we should be sorry about.

With containment, Y-Plague stopped blooming. Those remaining women who tested positive got weekly exams to make sure their virus was still latent. Everybody else with a period got tested every three months at the pharmacy or by mail, and we carried proof that we were negative, which we had to provide to anyone who asked if we were in public. Even though I was too young for the virus to replicate inside me, I got tested every three months. I carried a card. 

Every once in a while, a bunch of men suddenly contracted it. They’d be in Seattle or Bhopal, three or four or five of them, skin suddenly sloughed like gloves. Then a quarantine, and then a lockdown, until they could find the woman who’d been spreading it. In Scandinavia, those women went to a spa. Literally. They just hung out there and they could go fishing until they weren’t hot anymore, and then they were let out. In the United States, they went to the containment centers. In other countries, they were publicly hung.

I saw it once on my stream. They made the lady walk this step ladder, a bag on her head. The noose hung from a really old tree—gnarled and wise. It was the middle of the day, so everything was bright. Her family was watching. They kicked away the ladder. I vomited all over my screen. 

By fifth grade, we were back in school. Our parents and the administration at Chaunce told us not to worry. Our education cost $73,000 dollars a year for a reason. We were protected. We had our school and our homes and, until this blew over, we would find safe harbor there.

But the vaccine didn’t come. And more women tested positive and sometimes, just a few of them, got hot. It was scary. Like there was this invisible monster, lurking inside all of us. Scientists and the government talked a lot about the solution, how to keep men safe. It wasn’t practical to make every menstruating woman stay home until a vaccine was discovered. For one, how would they know which of us were menstruating? Some girls started at fifteen. Some didn’t finish until they were in their 60s. Some athletes didn’t get their periods at all. We carried cards with our virus status, but it wasn’t like anyone was going to ask us to show them. They didn’t want to get that close.

It was the martyr women who devised the solution. They formed this group called the Concerned Women of America. Everybody loved them because they were pretty, midwestern housewives who never actually stayed home because of all their spokespeople work. They claimed to speak for all of us. Said the world was at a standstill. There were real problems like global warming and unemployment and the end of peak oil. New infections, too. But everybody was getting distracted from those things. They were too busy worrying about whether the women next to them in restaurants or subways or office cubicles might kill them. The Concerned Women of America made this arbitrary judgment: in order to focus on the really important stuff, every girl and woman between the ages of thirteen and fifty had to wear a plague mask. It was the only way to solve the world’s big problems. It was our moral obligation. We had to sacrifice ourselves for the greater good. 

The people ate it up.

Plague masks became an industry. Lola’s parents did the advertising for the most successful brands. They made it into wedding streams and Sweet Sixteen streams and then Lola’s mom came up with the idea of Bloody Thirteen mask balls. In the commercials, this loving mom watches her daughter play soccer in the backyard with her friends. She’s just come home with groceries and she pulls out these tiny sanitary pads. Like, so thin and non-absorbent they might as well have been used on a lady Leprechaun. Then her voice: Eighty percent of girls have begun their womanhood by age thirteen. It’s a tricky time. So many people have their opinions on what a girl ought to be. But you know her best. She’s responsible. She’s giving. She’s ready for this responsibility. You know how to make her love what she’s become. Why not celebrate the moment? Make her first mask something she’ll never forget. And then it flashes forward to this great hall, and the girl’s on a throne, and her friends are all cheering, as mom and dad plop down this gaudy diamond mask.

After that commercial, the whole industry exploded. Bloody Thirteens made more money than weddings.

It got to the point that the people searching for a cure at the universities were paid by PACs to stop. There was too much money to be had from Y-Plague. The cure to this disease we all carried, or might carry, or didn’t carry but it didn’t matter, was masks.

At Chaunce, everybody acted like it wasn’t happening. Even when New York passed its first mask law, the administration stayed silent. Everyone pretended that the world wasn’t falling apart. Our teachers never talked about deflation or unemployment or the collapse of the EPA. Instead, we studied ancient Greece and Abraham Lincoln, complained about the meatloaf. Everybody acted like life was going to return to normal. We just needed to power through with our heads down, not get distracted from the goals that would deliver our assured and fabulous futures.

This won’t ever touch you, Chaunce promised, even as the whole world sold us out.

So we were watching Irene Scott, the first of our set to have her Bloody Thirteen, and the bananas fosters glowed, and it all felt so much more out of our control than we’d ever imagined. Ciara and her group entered the party. They picked up the masks by the entrance and tied them on, then joined the ball.

“You’d have to kill me first,” Rhonda said. Her eyes were whack-job intense, and she poked at her teeth with her tongue like they were foreign objects she’d just found there. 

“Let’s ditch. Go to your place,” Lola said, soft and appeasing. 

“Ivan!” Rhonda called. She didn’t shout even though she was obviously upset. She liked Ivan too much to shout. “Can you take us home?” 

“With pleasure,” he said, his Russian accent thick as tree knots.

“Wheels up!” I said. They looked at me like I was lame.

Rhonda turned slow, because even then, she still had her sense of humor. “Slut,” she said.

So, not that catchphrase.

● ● ●

Rhonda’s Mostly-Vacant Townhouse

Rhonda Pandheja’s dad owned buildings, then didn’t live in those buildings. They became vacant buildings. He spent his time in China. Rhonda had nine half siblings who called her mom the Gold Digger. This was true. She was a total gold digger. Rhonda had not confided this. Our streams had told us, just like they’d also told us that Rhonda’s mom was about to get replaced by an Eastern European model named Famke.

What was wrong with being a gold digger? Was she supposed to marry a homeless guy and feed her kids sawdust and broken dreams? That would have been more upstanding?

Ivan pulled up in front of the townhouse Rhonda and her mom lived out of and she coded us inside. She had a live-in maid whose name I could never remember, because she was always slinking everywhere and backing out of rooms. It was like she was supposed to clean and serve dinner, but she wasn’t supposed to exist.

Rhonda never asked the maid for anything. She freaked Rhonda out. If we needed toast we just made toast. And if we needed dinner, we ordered something. And if Rhonda’s mom was home, we went someplace else, because Mrs. Pandheja was always trying to hang out with us and make us watch Jiang Wen movies. 

Rhonda’s house was always too hot. It made my nose hurt. It also had this sadness to it, even though the furniture was soft. I liked it because no one bothered us. But every time I left it, I felt sorry, seeing Rhonda just standing there by herself in the doorway.

Her mom wasn’t home, so we took over the second floor. We put on the cheongsams that Rhonda’s mom had gotten for her from China, plus lipstick. Matte purple for Lola to match her hair. Green for me because I never felt pretty enough to actually try to be pretty. Red for Rhonda. Then we fixed tequila tonics, which we mostly only sipped so our breath would smell, and we could tell people when we were later asked that we’d had an amazing time. We’d ditched Irene Scott’s party and gotten bombed.

We put Irene’s Bloody Thirteen on the big screen and watched. Irene was dancing with this kid, Niko, from our brother school—Browning. They were close, going slow even though the music was fast. He kissed the part of her face where her mask ended; the skin at the corner of her eye. He did it slow. The word for it was tender, maybe. Like she was something delicate. A pretty doll he could keep someplace special.

I had once loaned Niko five dollars to play against me at the Camp Westchester Arcade. He was that kind of boy who sucked at things. Lost every time. But when you played against him, he’d insisted he’d won.

“Irene Scott is the anti-Christ,” I said.

“Chaunce girls aren’t supposed to wear masks,” Rhonda said. “It’s practically in the by-laws.” She’d buttoned her cheongsam just right and her lipstick was just right, too. She could have been on a movie set.

I sipped the drink. It tasted like stomach acid. “They teach us about Socrates and dying for what we believe in, but they’re not doing anything to stop this. Nobody is. Not even our parents. You ever wonder if it’s a conspiracy?”

“My mom said these parties were supposed to be a fad,” Lola said. “She said she never thought they’d keep going. She never even thought masks would last. But then the Concerned Women of America gave Bloody Thirteens their Crest of Approval.”

Onscreen, the ceiling lights hung low, their vines arranged and colored like cherry blossoms. Adults clapped from the sidelines. Irene and Ciara and all the other girls were getting twirled by boys from Browning. Boys I knew back before the Y-Plague. Boys I never got to see anymore. They’d been hiding for years, only to show up at the Bohemian Beer Garden in Queens. 

Rhonda’s rage-face scrunched so tight, it looked like it was imploding.

“What?” I asked.

She started crying. I’d never seen her cry before, not even that day she’d pulled out all her teeth. “I can’t,” she said.

“Can’t what?” I asked. Me and Lola put our hands on her back, patting it like she was a baby we were trying to burp. She was warm, the strong bones under her silk cheongsam close to the surface.

She scrunched tight, like she was embarrassed, then got mad she was doing that, so she put her hands down and let her tears flow. She looked at us, red lipstick all smeared. “I can’t wear.”

“Why?” Lola asked.

She was close to crying again. “You know he doesn’t know my name, right? He mixes it up and calls me Reese.” 

I didn’t know what to say to that. At least submarine dad knew my name.

“Your dad?” Lola asked.

Rhonda sniffled, swiped her nose with the side of her hand and then dried it on her cheongsam. “He called my mom and told her that he wants to throw my party. It’ll be a big thing for his important friends. I’m supposed to wear a mask: Reese should wear a mask. Pick one with diamonds, he said. And my mom got all happy because he gave her so much shopping money.”

I pictured Rhonda in a mask. If she had a Bloody Thirteen, the rest of us would fall like dominoes. The whole school, shimmering and faceless in rare gems.

“It’s like getting erased,” Rhonda said. Her voice was all deep and bitter, and it made me think about this house that was always empty, and her mom, tossed away for Famke.

“It is like getting erased, isn’t it?” I asked. It had never occurred to me before. I’d never understood why masks freaked me out so much, made my breath feel trapped inside me, going no place. But now that I thought about it, yeah. It was a kind of disappearing in plain sight. Because you don’t talk as much when you’re wearing a mask, and you don’t eat as much, and people don’t think of you as much. It’s like being a little bit less there.

“I’d rather die,” Lola said, which scared me, because: (1) I believed her; (2) I didn’t have that same conviction. If it came down to it, and I got forced, I’d buckle. I’d do as told. 

All the while, Irene twirled on the flatscreen, and Niko looked so in love with this person whose face he couldn’t even see. Rhonda shut it down, so it was blank again. Just a black mirror.

“I want to run away,” I said.

“Where? This is the last place without masks,” Lola said.

“Sweden,” I said.

Then we all chuckled, because Sweden. It’s dark for eighteen hours a day.

“I’ll kill him first,” Rhonda said. “He’ll have to sleep here the night before the party. I’ll go in and I’ll kill him.”

“How?” I asked.

“Carbon monoxide.”

“I’ll help,” I said, which I wanted to be true. But it wasn’t true. I didn’t have it in me. 

“You can’t,” Lola said. “You’ll get your mom and the maid.” She sipped her stomach acid drink, the purple lipstick leaving a pucker on the glass. Between the hair and the lips and the purple-patterned cheongsam, she was a beautiful alien. 

“Fine. I’ll slit his throat,” Rhonda said.

I kind of nodded like: great idea? Pretty Lola and her perfect curves just shook her head.

“You don’t believe me?” Rhonda asked. “I swear to God, I will. I’ll kill him and there’ll be no party.”

“He can’t throw you a party if he’s dead.” I said this not because I believed she’d do it, or that she had any real way out of this, but because I thought it would make her happy. I was always trying to make sure she liked me.

Lola just kind of stared at the screen. In the reflection, I could see us, all in silk cheongsams and make-up, too-young and too-old, and it got me thinking about how our parents and our teachers and even our headmaster didn’t really see us. They loved us, but they didn’t see us. We were this echo of them, that was supposed to act proper and follow rules and make them look good and not complain or take up too much of their busy, important time. We’d filled this role for them for so long, and lived in corners and behind locked doors for so long, that we’d become something less than real. We’d made it that much easier for them to abandon us.

“We could burn down the place you have the party. Kill all the parents and the whole seventh grade,” a voice said, and it was only when I noticed the vibrations in my throat that I realized the voice belonged to me.

“Don’t be crazy. You’ll both go to jail, and then you’ll definitely have to wear masks,” Lolo said. 

Rhonda ran her tongue along the inside of her mouth, pulling at her adult teeth one by one. “I’ll hurt myself, then. Do you believe that, you fucking whore?”

I did.

“Don’t talk to me like that,” Lola said, which surprised me. Because Rhonda was scary and Lola was reserved. You didn’t expect so much spine in there.

“I’m sorry,” Rhonda said. She reached out and held Lola’s hand. 

“I know,” Lola answered, squeezing back, and I felt left out. It was this naked feeling that had nothing to do with clothes. They’d known each other longer. I’d always be their number three.

“What if . . . ” Lola started. 

“What?” Rhonda asked.

Lola turned and faced Rhonda. Her voice got low and serious. “What if you just refused? Like, once the streams were on, and it was supposed to be this amazing thing, you refused to let them put the mask on your face?”

Rhonda made this pain moan. “In front of everyone?”

“Yeah,” she said. “In front of every one of them.”

Rhonda made this soft laugh. “I know my dad. He’d just be like, Hold her down! And they would. They’d hold me down. Even Ivan.”

“But it’ll be too late,” Lola said. “He’ll look bad in front of all his friends. Even if he forced you after that, it wouldn’t matter. Everyone would know what you really think . . . What if we really hyped the thing? Made it as huge as we could? So you had like, ten million followers, and then you wouldn’t put on that mask? You spit on those diamonds?”

Rhonda thought about that, and I could tell it scared her a little, because it made sense. It might work. But it would mean a serious sacrifice. I knew then that she wouldn’t have killed her dad. She was scared like the rest of us. “Easy for you to say.”

“I’ll do it, too. When it’s my turn,” Lola said. “I already know my parents are going to spring it on me. They’ll act like it’s no big deal. Like, Oh, hey! We’re throwing an amazing party and inviting all our friends! By the way! We got you this gorgeous purple mask! I already know what I’ll do. I’ll jack up my stream and people will see me revolt.”

“Me, too. If my parents try it,” I said. I meant it, sort of. My birthday came last, though, so even if my parents forced a Bloody Thirteen on me, it didn’t much matter.

“One’s an incident. Three’s a movement,” Lola said. “We’ll get more girls to take part. We’ll make it happen.”

Rhonda chewed her lip, hard. She was so skinny. Like those dogs that shake. It was angry-skinny, and it occurred to me that her long nose and narrow eyes were a vulnerability. She wasn’t small like Irene, and she wasn’t pretty like Lola. None of this had ever mattered at Chaunce, but on the outside, maybe it did matter. I didn’t know for sure. The only way I ever saw outside anymore was through the streams.

“They’ll force me,” Rhonda said. “I mean, it’s the law once you’re thirteen. I’ll get in trouble. He’s always threatening to make me see this psychiatrist.”

“He is? That’s crazy!” I said. Rhonda needed a psychiatrist. But I acted like I was completely shocked.

“Yeah. He’s got this hospital in Westhampton. It’s for girls only. My dad wanted to send me for the summer, but my mom told him I was in a rebellious phase. She said it was hormones. She talked him out of it.”

“Is it at the beach?” I asked.

Rhonda winced. Ran her tongue along her adult teeth, like it was searching for the reassuring memory of self-made sockets. “I don’t know. I don’t think they let you out when you want.”

“If you kill your dad, or you hurt yourself, you’re going to have to go to a psychiatrist anyway,” Lola said. “And if he’s divorcing your mom, what do you care what he thinks? I hope he loses business. You should, too.”

Lola thought about that. “He never even looks at me. There’s not even a picture of him in this house, holding me,” she said, and I’d never heard this before from her. I’d only known that he was important and busy. It made me think about submarine dad, who used to sit on the side of my bed at night to tuck me in, but didn’t anymore.

“So, make him see you,” Lola said. “Let him know he can’t just move you like a chess piece,” which didn’t sound like what he was doing. It sounded more like something Lola was working out about her own parents.

“It would hurt him,” Rhonda said.

“So?” Lola asked.

“I’m in,” Rhonda said with a red-lipped grimace. It sounded final, like a resolution. When Rhonda committed to a thing, she did it. We could count on her for that. 

“Good. You guys,” Lola said, her big eyes intense, her voice soft like always. “I’ll never wear a mask. I swear to God. I swear to you.”

“Me neither,” Rhonda said. “I swear to you.”

“I swear, too,” I said. “I’ll never wear a mask.”

We held out our hands and made a circle. “I swear,” we all said. Like magic. Like a coven, and I knew for sure then that I’d been right to drop Paloma Xenteras. I’d needed different kinds of people to weather this plague. I’d needed Rhonda and Lola, who would either vanquish or break, but never bend. I’d needed people who knew how to fight.

This lightness happened in my chest, just like the first time they’d taken me to their social club. This feeling of hope, because I knew that courageous, crazy Rhonda would save us all. She would be the one to finally say enough.

After our witch-coven, we celebrate-drank until we puked, and this made us puke sisters. 

Then Ivan took us home. It was dark. He rolled down the windows for the fall breeze and also because I smelled. He dropped me last because I lived on West 101st Street. We went through the park. Even in the dark, I could see the fiery fall leaves.

“What are you doing?” Ivan asked right before we stopped at my apartment.

“Going home, aren’t I?” I asked. But I’d spent the last hour scrubbing puke out of a cheongsam and my breath smelled like dead cheese, so yeah, I knew what he was talking about. “I’m getting ready for battle,” I said.

● ● ●

Contact Sports at Chaunce

That Monday morning, Irene Scott sauntered into Chaunce in her new mask like she owned the world. People did double-takes all along the middle-school hallway. We hoped a teacher or older Chaunce girl might put her in her place. Make a comment so cutting she’d split in half.

That didn’t happen. In homeroom, some of the kids got close, to look. Her plague mask had tiny crystals sewn into the lace and like most of them, it was made of borosilicate glass microfiber. The weave-pattern of the fibers wasn’t visible to the eye, but the glass meshed in uneven ways, so nothing bigger than a micrometer could get past. It had a fitted, elastic strip that held it in place and also a thicker, bright green silk ribbon that hung down to her waist for decoration. The face poked out at the middle about five inches, for an especially exaggerated nose. She was so different from us that she could have been a phantom—some Shakespearian ghost that drops into a battle scene, that only the main character can see.

Physical Education came next. It was winter, so basketball. It was just our small, split class of twenty-five. After we changed into these super lame shorts and T-shirts, which the three of us had cut into V-necks, Coach Evan gave us his seize the day lecture. He had this thing about how if you were within fifteen feet of the hoop you had to take a shot. No excuses. Women need to fail, and fail better, and all that.

So, Rhonda had the ball and it would have made more sense to pass it but she took her shot. Irene caught the rebound and started down the court, still wearing that crazy mask. She was slow. Couldn’t breathe as well because of her mask, and it had to itch, sweating under that tight-fitting thing. Rhonda chased after her. And then, somehow, Rhonda grabbed her by both arms and hawked a loogie that dripped down inside her mask. 

Lola and I inched together, our shoulders touching. Some of the others were still playing. It was the soundtrack of grunts and shoe squeaks along the court.

Irene got all frantic, trying to clear spit from her mask without taking off the actual mask. “It’s H10N3!” she screeched. 

“Yup. I’m hot. Just got tested. Now you have to go live in the containment colonies,” Rhonda said. 

Irene took off her shirt, used it to reach under her mask and swipe her face. She had this cotton bra on. No boobs. Her ribs shone through like her skin was painted cellophane pulled taut over a science-lab skeleton. It made me sad for her. No way this girl’d had her period. Which meant she couldn’t possibly be a carrier. But she was wearing a mask anyway, and had invited us to her Bloody Thirteen even though we didn’t like her, to impress her parents. Her whole life was a lie.

“Don’t be stupid, Irene. Girls don’t get the Y-Plague. That’s why you’re wearing that fucking mask in the first place,” Lola said, her face averted. Not even Irene’s friends Penny and Ciara could look at her. She just looked so sick and so small.

Cover up, I wanted to say. We can all see you. We can all see something’s wrong with you. 

Irene was crazy by then. She ran with no shirt for the showers. I was thinking that she was so skinny she might actually drop dead. I was trying to understand how her parents were still letting her go to school, letting her pack mini-carrots. Why they’d thrown a Bloody Thirteen when they should have been driving her to a hospital. 

But that’s not what people on the outside saw. On the outside, Rhonda was laughing crazy hard, and I was laughing, and Lola was laughing. We all three high-fived.

● ● ●

Lola and I got in trouble but not real trouble. Just bawled-out for our insensitivity by Coach Evan, who had three daughters with free rides at Chaunce, which we suspected was why he’d kept the job even though most men had stopped working with women when they could avoid it.

I nodded and apologized and was surprised when Lola didn’t. She was always surprising me. “What did she expect? She’s spearheading the takeover of Chaunce by the Concerned Women of America, and we’re just supposed to sit here and take it?” Lola asked, purple hair all wild and electric.

Coach Evan got quiet. He didn’t talk to me, just Lola, which made me feel left out, as usual. “What will you do when you turn thirteen?”

We glared back, like we had a secret.

● ● ●

Rhonda showed up late to field hockey after school. She’d spent the day in the principal’s office. They were always threatening to kick her out, but her dad donated too much money.

“Announcement, ladies!” Coach Josie hollered as we leaned against the padded gym wall. Our team was massive and amazing and we’d come in second place behind St. Mary’s for the last ten years. “We’re moving practice indoors from now on. Too many complaints from the neighbors.”

“This is a violation of my civil rights,” Rhonda said.

“It’s for your own safety,” Josie told us. You could see the marks from her mask. All the teachers were like that this year. They wore every place else, then took off while they were with us.

We played in the gym, which was totally impossible. Field hockey was meant for grass. If practice kept up like this, we’d have no chance against St. Mary’s. Rhonda was so pissed off she wailed me with her stick. So Lola wailed her back, which made me feel good, because I was never sure whether Lola really liked me. And then we were all huddled and whacking our own three sets of legs until we realized we should stop fighting each other and go after everybody else.

● ● ●

Ivan at Zabar’s

“How’s your following?” Lola asked. “For your mask party.”

“Up three hundred,” Rhonda said. “Invitations go out next month. I’ll have my dad link the stream to my feed. We’ll put in a thing—if you can’t come, watch from home!”

“Excellent,” Lola said. 

“But how do we build you out?” I asked. Asking this question made me nervous because my stream was a joke. My question would only remind them that while I’d agreed to be a part of their anti-mask team, my birthday came last and I had practically no following.

“We’ll post hot pics of ourselves,” Rhonda said. “And everyone at Chaunce.” 

Ivan squirmed up front, like: bad idea, girls.

He was dropping me off first, so we took the park. Lola flashed candids of all of us. We’d added almost sixty subscribers by the time we crossed Columbus Avenue, and all that work had made us hungry. The closest mask-free place was Club Tourniquet, which was too far. We saw Zabar’s on Broadway and started grabbing our stomachs and writhing until Ivan agreed to pull over and get us a chocolate babka.

We spent so much time working on our streams that we didn’t notice how long he’d been gone. A half-hour into it, Rhonda realized that he hadn’t taken his Green Card with him. It was still in the clip on the dashboard. She texted to see if he needed it—if they were searching for foreigners at the checkout. He didn’t write back.

“I need to find him,” Rhonda said. She looked frantic. Ivan was her rock. She took the Green Card. 

“You can’t,” I said. “Plebs get mad when you don’t wear a mask. They don’t care how old we are. They just attack.”

“It’s not safe,” Lola said. 

Eyes wide and brave, Rhonda did the opposite of what we’d told her, because that was her style. The crowd did double-takes as she got out, still in her Chaunce field hockey uniform. And then she was lost inside this throng of people getting off the subway and crowding Zabar’s doors.

We just sat there, the car swallowed by speeding passersby, no sign of Rhonda or Ivan. I was worried about them, yeah, but I was also concerned that we were trapped. We didn’t know how to drive and we didn’t have masks. It’s infuriating, being taught your whole life to be fierce, to always take your shot, and then, by those same people, to be locked inside a limo with no capacity to get out.

We waited a minute, then started texting. Rhonda didn’t answer. I felt jangling inside, like my nerves were copper wrapped in blue, numb fire.

“What do you think’s happening?” Lola whispered. Even when she’d been up all night watching the streams, she had the biggest eyes of anyone you ever met. 

I scrolled, trying to find the Zabar’s stream. But there were like, thirty Zabar’s. Which made no sense. 

The car was dark. And outside was dark, too. “Right now, they could be getting murdered,” Lola said. “Or raped.” 

I just kind of shrugged. 

“We have to do something,” Lola said. There were tears in her giant, pretty eyes, like this hurt her to say. She didn’t want to go out there.

I looked at all those strange people. Outside people, the women’s faces all hidden, and somehow, I got the idea that if a single one of them touched me, I’d be contaminated. I’d become them. I pictured navigating the crowd of masks—a moving maze. It wasn’t possible. I’d be surrounded, submerged. There’s be nothing of me left. “I’m staying,” I said.

She looked at me for what felt like a long while, and I could see something turn. She didn’t like my anymore. She reached into her bag and pulled out a scarf, then tied it around her face so that it covered her mouth and nose. She looked totally changed then, like a spy, and I knew that she’d worn that scarf before, out in the world. Like a real person. When she opened the door, I so much wanted to prove that I belonged in our coven, and follow her, but she shut the door behind. I stayed cocooned within the opaque glass, the opposite of brave.

● ● ●

Time went slow. I didn’t have thoughts; just this blue fire all over my nerves. And I wondered if this was the future of my life. Getting stuck in small places, watching the awful world outside. Or if this was my life as it had always been. 

And then—slam! Both girls crashed into the side of the limousine. Rhonda was wearing a cheap hospital mask, Lola her scarf, their noses and mouths concealed, and then I thought: This is how it’ll be. We’ll only know each other from our eyes.

“Open!” Rhonda screamed. 

I was already doing that, but Rhonda was in panic mode, shoving Lola against my window, smooshing her face against the glass. It took her a breath before she was calm enough to move away. I opened fast and they fell inside, a pile of girls. Somehow, someone remembered to shut and lock the door behind us.

Rhonda’s elbow was in my stomach, Lola’s surprisingly heavy boobs in my face. Then we were all upright. There was blood on my lap. It was trickling beneath Rhonda’s mask and down her neck. On my other side, Lola was crying so hard she was shaking. They smelled like ammonia floor polish and adrenaline and I felt so bad that I hadn’t come with them.

In the quiet, we found the right Zabar’s stream and watched. The line at Zabar’s was long because of all the shortages. We saw Rhonda follow Ivan in. She looked older than twelve because she was so tall. As soon as the stock kid in charge of olives and nuts saw her, he called her a murdering whore. Out of nowhere, this lululemon soccer mom type tried to cover Rhonda’s mouth with a plastic baggie. The whole grocery store got loud. Some wanted lululemon to stop and some were cheering. Ivan pushed through the crowd, shouting “Stop! She’s only twelve!” Two twenty-something businessmen took turns punching him until he fell, then kicking him. “He brought her here!” they shouted. “She came with him!”

Ivan’s eye swelled shut and his jaw unhinged, which I’d had no idea a human jaw could do. Blood ran out around the floor surrounding him. People stomped through it, so the whole of the store turned red.

Scarf tied to her face, Lola got through somehow. “She’s suffocating!” Lola cried when she saw Rhonda, because lululemon had her pinned, the plastic a tight seal over her nose and mouth. “You’re murdering her!”

Lululemon would have kept going, but Lola kicked her right in the face with the bottom of one of her spiky field hockey cleats. And then Rhonda rolled over and caught her breath. And security was there, with masks, and they didn’t ask. They just shoved one over Rhonda’s face while Ivan got stomped by strangers.

And then the girls were running back to me.

In the car, Rhonda threw down her mask but Lola held her scarf close to her mouth like protection. Some of the crowd had figured out where we were. They charged out to the car and banged, swaying it side to side. I saw this one woman’s sweaty brow and furious eyes. Lululemon. She pressed her face against the one-way glass, trying to see through.

“Die, you selfish bitches!” she screamed, and I know she was speaking English, but it didn’t sound like English. It sounded like a foreign language, unmatched in meaning and tone to our reality.

As lululemon’s face pressed close against the bullet-proof glass, we held tight to each other. “You think an armored car can protect you? You think you’re safe in there?” lululemon screamed as the van started bouncing. “My brother died of Y-Plague!” We slid to the side, piling up once again. The car lifted higher. I pictured it flipping, and it’s not like the cartoons. It was terrifying.

But then, sirens. Flashing lights. Shouts. The car eased back down. The cops catcalled the crowd with threats. All but a few backed away. Lululemon stayed pressed tight. “Murderers! Carriers! I’ll tear out your ovaries!” she screamed, and then a cop had her by both arms, pressed her to the ground.

“Those cunts have Y-Plague! They infected the whole store!” someone else screamed, and then a gunshot, sharp like a pop, then echoing. Then, nothing. 

Nobody opened up or knocked. We could only see the back of the police, in uniform. And then somebody got carried past on a stretcher and pushed into an ambulance. The body wasn’t moving. They didn’t rush. 

“It’s not Ivan,” I said, which was wishful thinking.

Rhonda didn’t cry. Lola and her big eyes hadn’t stopped crying, but not Rhonda.

We were there for hours. It didn’t take long before our names got released, and everybody from our school was commenting on the streams. Irene Scott posted this screed:

I go to school with these monsters. They’re lesbian witches. They told me they’re trying to conjure H10N3 because they hate men. They don’t deserve to live!

It got worse. Irene posted our addresses. Strangers piled on. Rhonda’s stream following doubled. It wasn’t good attention. Everybody was leaving crazy hate. Rhonda scrolled through, grinning, even as her mouth bled. I got the feeling she’d gone a little crazy. Her front tooth was loose and she flicked it like it was a toy. “This can’t be for nothing. We can channel this attention,” she said.

Lola was too busy bawling to answer. It was this awful, silent crying and she didn’t seem at all like a spy anymore. I didn’t answer, either. But it freaked me out, that she was talking about her Bloody Thirteen and not Ivan.

By then the crowd had gotten seriously thick. One of the cops agreed to take us home. “Put your masks on before I get in there,” he told us.

“No!” Rhonda shouted. “I’m twelve and it’s not the law. I don’t have to.”

“I want to go home,” Lola said.

So, out of friendship, Rhonda put on that same cheap, blood-crusted mask. I was ashamed to see her wearing it, even though they handed me one, too, and I strapped it on. But Rhonda wearing it was a whole different thing. None of us looked at each other on the ride to her townhouse. It was too sad to witness each other all scarved and masked.

On the streams, Ivan was reported dead. Lola cried, but not me. I didn’t believe. It was that thing, where every sound was extra crispy, and my heart was pumping so hard it could have been a fire hydrant, and the streetlights hurt my eyes. That thing where everything’s so real and so awful that you try to fool yourself that none of it’s real.

Rhonda didn’t cry, either. She made fists so tight that her knuckles and the flesh of her skin turned white.

“Irene Scott is out,” Rhonda vowed. And I saw now where all her rage was going. She was pointing it like a weapon. “Like unborn.”

● ● ●

My House

A lot of the Chaunce girls were from second or broken marriages. They got erratically better and worse treatment because of it. Like, better clothes for Christmas, but no phone calls on their birthdays. Even when my dad was being a submarine, my mom made sure I got all the same things all the same time. So I didn’t know about Rhonda or Lola, but I was sure I was getting in trouble that night.

My mom was an associate at a small law firm, and my dad was a partner at that same firm, which made me lower-middle class by Chaunce standards. My mom still didn’t have to wear a mask at work, but had recently been asked to do so during a court case in a closed trial. She’d gone without and lost the case. So now the firm was trying to fire her because she hadn’t done everything possible for her client. My dad was not as upset as she wanted him to be about the whole thing. 

I didn’t have to wear a mask where we lived, but our building’s handyman had recently put in a formal request with management that all females regardless of age wear masks in the halls, elevators, or laundry room, given how easily germs passed in such close quarters.

Y-Plague really had been awful when it happened. I’d seen on the news how it had traumatized people, crashed economies, burst the capacities of morgues. Nobody flew on planes for a while, and ships got stuck at sea, unable to dock anyplace. We ate rice and beans for more than a month. After it happened, everybody understood, finally, that it was only a matter of time before more diseases spread. So on that level, it made sense. The problem was that they went after the women. And yeah, it sucked that we had this extra genetic material that made us less vulnerable to disease. But, what the hell? Maybe have guys wear masks. Maybe have everyone wear masks? Maybe find a vaccine? Maybe make a mask that’s see-though and doesn’t ruin a woman’s skin?

Dinner that night was rack of lamb with homemade sourdough bread and asparagus. Work had sent my mom home for the month to reconsider her options and she was b-o-r-e-d. This meant lots of home-made cookies, excellent meals, a clean house, and the smell of wine on her breath by three in the afternoon. That night, I had half a glass of red myself, which I was allowed. My favorite was French Burgundy. We didn’t have company, so we ate in the breakfast room. A round table. If I’d gone to public school a kitchen big enough for a table would have seemed decadent. Everybody’d have thought I was a billionaire. But Rhonda’s and Lola’s faces got politely blank when I suggested hanging out at my house. “It smells like . . . people,” Rhonda had once said.

So, we never went there after that first time.

At dinner, there was my dad, who was handsome and in good shape for his age. Rhonda called him sexy dad. There was my mom, who’d gotten sort of round. It didn’t embarrass me or anything. Or, only a little. She was always sad and complaining and listening to the radio or watching streams, then raging about whatever she’d seen and heard. Which was why she hadn’t noticed that I’d been tipsy all summer, or that I’d been blowing off curfew. But the thing at Zabar’s, they’d noticed. Their whole law firm knew about it.

I had a younger brother, too, but I hated him. He got all the attention I deserved even though his grades were garbage. Let’s never talk about him again.

“You’re lucky you’re not dead,” my mom said. “I thought I raised you smarter than this. What were you thinking?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “We wanted babka.” 

“Can you imagine what that was like for me?” my dad said. “Finding out you’d been attacked from the senior partner at Sloss, Stern, and Jacobs?”

I didn’t answer that. But it made me mad. Ivan was hurt and maybe dead. My friends had been attacked. So, why was I supposed to care about the senior partner at Sloss, Stern, and Jacobs, again?

“Seriously. I need an explanation,” my dad said. “We’ve been so easy on you, Cathy. You have everything a girl could want. Where was your spare mask? You promised you’d bring it everywhere.”

I didn’t answer that, either. I’d thrown it out because if Rhonda and Lola had ever found it on me, I’d have died of mortification.

“Don’t you know where it is?” he asked.

I was having a hard time not crying. It took a lot of effort. “No,” I said. 

“You said you’d keep it with you. Why didn’t you do that one damn thing?”

I felt bad then, like the worst kind of person. Like I’d ruined my dad’s life. And I liked him so much. And he used to like me so much. Before Y-Plague. Now it was like he could see the space inside me that was waiting to host a virus, and he hated it.

He reached under the table and came back with this small box. He pushed it in my direction and stared at me until I opened it. There were three plague masks inside. Generic and not even as cool as Irene’s. He’d probably picked them up at a 7-Eleven on his way home. “For your safety, you’re to wear a mask outside from now on. Always.” He didn’t look at me when he said it. I used to be his sport. His champ. Now my brother was these things.

I looked to my mom, whose lips were red from the bottle of Burgundy in front of her. Her eyes were red from it, too. “He’s kidding,” I said. 

My mom and dad used to talk a lot. They’d take sick days when they weren’t sick, just to make out while my brother and I were in school. But that didn’t happen anymore. My dad late-night texted some chick he didn’t think I knew about. And my mom was out of her mind, furious, because at the meeting with the Board of Directors, my dad had written a whole speech about freedom and democracy and the squandering of potential, but when he’d been called to speak, he’d turned the pages over to the blank side and said nothing. If I lose my job we’ve got nothing, he’d explained to my mom that night as they’d fought. 

“You can’t make me do this. You know it’s ridiculous,” I said.

My dad kept eating, not looking at me. He started a side conversation with my brother. “How was soccer?”

“Oh, but he can make you do it,” my mom said, soft. “He’s the boss man.” Then she grabbed her bottle and headed to the fire escape, where she’d smoke real cigarettes while the blue light of her stream reflected off her face until long after I went to bed.

● ● ●

A Knife through Bone

I was too upset to think about Ivan that night. I kept hoping the streams were wrong and he was alive. But it was this desperate hope that made my breath get short, like I was dying, too. So I thought instead about Rhonda and Lola. I hoped they weren’t mad at me for staying inside the van. I hoped their parents were cooler than mine had been about what had happened. And then again, I hoped their parents had been exactly the same, forcing Rhonda and Lola had to carry a mask from now on, too. Forcing them to wear it to and from school. At least then we’d be in the same boat. I wouldn’t be the weak loser of the coven.

I didn’t try to sleep. I refolded my clothes, then traced my mazes with my fingers, then drew new mazes on my thighs and stomach and every place that no one else could see. Places that were only mine. 

My dad met me at the door to our apartment the next morning. He didn’t open it and didn’t let me open it. There weren’t words. He locked eyes with mine. I flinched first.

I put on the mask.

Its straps were rubbery and too tight and I put my finger inside to keep it stretched from my skin, so I wouldn’t have lines and Rhonda and Lola wouldn’t find out. I caught my reflection by the elevator’s steel door. Just brown eyes. 

I was so mysterious suddenly. 

In the lobby, my superintendent winked at me, like he approved. My dad walked taller and put his hand on my shoulder, like he was finally proud again.

I won’t say it felt good, because it didn’t. It felt like churn. Like all the bad things mixing with the good things and turning into a gross slurry.

We got to Chaunce early and I ran from my dad’s car and through the front door, taking off my mask as fast as I could once I was inside. If anybody saw me, they didn’t notice or care. I crinkled it into a ball and shoved it in my pocket, a burning thing of equal parts pleasure and shame.

Three more girls from our grade were wearing masks that day. Two of them were Ciara Juentes and Penny Dupont. They hung around Irene in homeroom like the masks made them a clique 

Lola and I talked by the cubbies. Her parents were mad at her, too, she told me. She’d gotten into a lot of trouble. I wanted to ask if she had to carry a mask from now on, but I was afraid it would give me away.

Rhonda showed up late, and with a black eye that was new since we’d left each other the night before. She tried to hide it with concealer but the skin there was too puffy. I pictured her dad hiring someone to hit her. Because he was probably out of town and her mom wasn’t the type. Or else, she’d done it.

Daily announcements were happening, so I had to whisper. “You okay?”

She didn’t hear me. She was glaring at Irene.

“Is Ivan okay?” I asked. She blinked and I could see tears in her eyes and I knew that if I said another word she’d start crying. So, I looked away and I don’t know why, but I gagged.

● ● ●

In first-period English we read Little Women, which I knew I was supposed to love, but I didn’t, because Jo made no sense to me. I’d have married the guy and supported all my sisters, then hired somebody to watch my kids so I could write. But I get that I’m not a strong personality. I’m a practical personality. I’m that person that stays inside the car while my friends risk their lives.

Homeroom, you sit in alphabetical order according to your last name, and as a Lerner, I was in the middle of the third row. Rhonda and Irene were across from each other in the front, right corner. Rhonda made these soft, hissing sounds. All I could see was the back of Irene’s head, so I had no idea what she thought about that.

Advanced Geometry came after that, which I didn’t share with anybody but Paloma. She cornered me on my way out. “We have to do something!” she said, all panting. She’d forgiven me. I couldn’t figure out why. She still wanted to partner up on projects and be friends, but I didn’t.

“About what?” I asked.

“They’re saying thirteen’s not safe enough. They’re passing a law. Everyone over ten will have to wear masks. It was just in the news. Not your streams; the real news. My parents told me. They said that unless Chaunce takes a stand against it, they’re pulling me out.” She was all sweating and serious and it surprised me that she was interested. That she’d been paying any attention at all. “I thought we could make posters.”

“With rainbows and unicorns?” I asked.

She didn’t know I was making fun of her. “If you want,” she said.

I was thinking about dead Ivan. I was thinking about how much I wanted to squeeze that day at Zabar’s into pieces until it was gone. Until it had never happened. “You’re so stupid,” I said, and then I walked around her and out.

● ● ●

Physical education was tense. Rhonda was on the warpath. She glared at Irene and the masked girls like she was trying to light them on fire with x-ray eyes. I expected her to pound on them, but she didn’t. She didn’t talk to me or Lola either. She was too angry for words. She just glared.

When lunch came, the three of us sat at our usual table. A few of our follower girls sat with us like they always did, hoping to get popularity reflected off of them like bright sun off sand. But only half the usual number. The rest were at their own, neutral table.

Sides were being chosen.

Irene Scott and the masked girls sat opposite, eating daintily, sandwiches slipped beneath woven glass fabric. We had this thing at Chaunce, mindful eating. We were supposed to chew every bite while Bartok or Vivaldi played over the loudspeakers. This was supposed to be for our health, but everybody knew it was so we wouldn’t get fat. So we could attract husbands. Which we weren’t supposed to care about because we were fierce feminists who got trapped in cars and threw birthday parties where our parents strapped masks of dubious medical use to our faces.

Rhonda was watching Irene the whole time. I had the mask my dad had given me in my pocket and I felt it with my fingers like a dirty secret. 

“Did your parents take your stream away?” I asked.

Rhonda nodded.

“You should write that you’re really sorry. That you’ve had a change of heart. You’re going a have a Bloody Thirteen as a public apology,” Lola said. “You’ll get even more followers.” 

“Irene Scott started this,” Rhonda said, pointing now at Irene. “If bitches like her didn’t go along, we’d have had a normal field hockey practice outside and we’d have bought tacos from the food truck and we’d never have stopped at Zabar’s.”

Lola and I could see where this was going. It wasn’t a good place. “Don’t think about her. She’s not worth it. We should be working on our following,” Lola said. “That’s what matters.”

But then the masked girls at Irene’s table got cheeky. “How’s your driver?” one of them called. I think it was Ciara.

Rhonda’s fury boiled over. She stood up, so I stood up, too. I’d let her and Lola down at Zabar’s. I wasn’t going to do that again. We started walking. Lola joined us. It felt strong. Like we really were a coven, and even if the timing was unexpected, we were behind Rhonda: Irene needed to understand that there were consequences for what she’d set into motion. We weren’t going to take this lying down. Everybody in the whole cafeteria got quiet.

“Mask! Mask! Mask!” some of the seventh-grade girls hissed in a nasty taunt. 

And then I was hissing, and Lola, too: “Mask! Mask! Mask!”

We hated Irene Scott, and we hated Queens, and we hated restaurant fat collection. We hated her anorexia, and we hated her good-girl act, and we hated the Concerned Women of America, and lululemon. We hated Bloody Thirteens, and we especially hated Irene’s mask, which looked so pretty on the outside but which we’d read would ruin our skin, first with pimples and then oozing sores, and if long worn enough, scars. 

The hissing became shouting. It was the whole cafeteria: “MASK! MASK! MASK!”

As we witches approached, Irene’s eyes grew wide. Her cronies moved away from her.

This was a small school. Friends had once been enemies, and enemies friends. We all knew each other’s houses and parents and tender spots. In kindergarten, Irene and Rhonda took over the monkey bars to do penny drops for an entire year. They wouldn’t let anyone else even try. 

Now Rhonda picked up the knife on the table. She stabbed Irene’s hand. It was blunt but thick. It went right through, between the bones of her index finger and thumb, to the other side.

● ● ●

New Regime

“MASK! MASK! MASK!”

The stab, and the bright red blood, and Rhonda’s victory scream made everything swirl. In my mind it was a barber shop pole bleeding into itself, going slowly from striped to creamy pink to dripping red. In my mind it was painting me with those colors. 

I wanted it to be a prank. Everyone but me was secretly friends with each other, and this was somehow a popularity test, to see if I was cool enough to let into the private club for the ruling class. Irene was in on it. Rhonda and Lola and even Paloma. The masks weren’t real. The streams weren’t real. None of this was real. 

Only, I knew it was real. Because, how else had they found such realistic blood?

“MASK! MASK! MASK!”

The swirl spun faster. It’s crazy, but all that blood made me feel like I was bleeding. Like I’d been stabbed. My hand actually hurt. “Stop!” I wanted to shout. “Someone got hurt!” But everything went gray. I fainted.

● ● ●

I was later told that my faint was what alerted the rest of the cafeteria that something was wrong. The chanting turned to screaming. The school nurse sent me home. I stayed in my room for two days with the door locked. My mom left these trays of food, which provided another excuse for my parents to argue, because my dad thought she was being an enabler.

“Your headmaster called. She told me that you’re in danger of losing your scholarship,” he told me through the crack in the door. “I assured her that you’re grounded. You’re never allowed in Rhonda’s house or car or anything else ever again. Do you hear me?”

I leaned against the other side of the door. Put my ear to the cool wood and remembered the time we’d gone fishing out on Long Island and hadn’t caught anything, so we’d stopped at a diner and had silver dollar pancakes. I’d never heard of silver dollar pancakes, and he’d laughed, and said he’d been doing something wrong; he’d neglected me, because every kid ought to know about silver dollar pancakes. And I’d thought how funny it was, that he would ever think he was doing anything wrong. For so long, I’d thought he was perfect.

● ● ●

We had just one week left before Thanksgiving break, and Rhonda didn’t come back to school for it. Her stream went dark, too. It was just me and Lola, only now everybody was afraid of us. Our lunch table followers left us. The rest of the girls sat far away. There was this rumor that we were hot carriers. Also, that we were lesbian, man-hating witches. Lola didn’t talk much to me, even though we sat together and still played field hockey. I got the feeling she was mad about Zabar’s. Or maybe just me being me. With Rhonda, I’d had the patina of cool, but without her, I was just this scholarship schlub she wanted to cut loose.

● ● ●

Thanksgiving break came. Turkey and cranberry sauce and long papers to work on. Rhonda still wasn’t answering her texts. She’d basically disappeared. Could have been dead for all we knew. Lola and I broke down and texted her mom:

Is Rhonda Okay, Mrs. Pandheja?

No answer. We texted the same thing three more times. No answer. We took a car service to her house. Between the sidewalk and the door, we wore the masks our parents had given us, neither talking about it, just producing them. Lola’s was purple and lace-adorned, mine just the cheap convenience store brand.

We rang. The maid answered. Opened. Walked away. We waited in the doorway. Heard muffled yelling. Then Rhonda’s mom showed up, out of breath, her normally coiffed hair hanging loose and greasy around her shoulders. And the obvious change: she was wearing a blue sapphire mask. An adult’s mask, riddled with large jewels. Indoors, even though there wasn’t a law. She didn’t have to.

“Is Rhonda okay?” I asked.

A trained beauty queen, Mrs. Pandheja held her eyes just the same, so we could only tell she didn’t like us from the flatness of her voice. “She’s getting the help she deserves.”

Lola broke down crying. 

“It wasn’t her fault,” I said. “Irene said something bad about Ivan.”

Mrs. Pandheja started to shut the door. She looked straight at me. “She’s a danger to herself. I know it’s not my fault. Her father thinks she fell in with the wrong crowd.”

We just stood there, the wrong crowd girls.

“Can’t we talk to her?” I asked. 

Mrs. Pandheja shut the door.

On the ride back, Lola kept crying. When I tried to comfort her by patting her back, she shook me off. 

“Maybe we could break her out?” I asked. “My dad’s a lawyer.”

Lola shook her head like she was disappointed, but not especially so. She wasn’t invested enough in me to be especially disappointed. “She’s lost. We’ll never get her back.”

“Don’t say that,” I said. “I mean it, my dad’s a lawyer. He could have her out tomorrow, I’ll bet.”

“You egged her on,” Lola answered, her voice lower. “We had a good plan and it could have worked, and now she’s locked up.” 

“I didn’t egg her on,” I said.

“You tell people whatever they want to hear,” Lola said. “You said she didn’t need a shrink. She’s crazy, Cathy. She’s fucking crazy. She stabbed somebody.”

“I never said that,” I said. But everything was burning, my whole face red.

Lola wiped her eyes at looked at me. She was so mad. “She almost got us killed at Zabar’s. Well, almost got me killed. Not you.”

I was breathing really hard, and words were hard to say. “It was too many masks out there,” I said. “I couldn’t.”

“You’re so weak. I can’t stand you,” Lola said.

It felt awful, the way true things always feel awful. “I’m not,” I said. “You’re weak. You cry all the time and you whine about rape except nobody’s ever raped you. You live in a rich girl tower.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Lola said.

“I do so! You can’t stop streaming. You’re into rape porn.”

“Why would you think it never happened to me?” she asked. “You’re so stupid and innocent. You don’t understand anything. But I know you. You have to make everything even all the time. You can’t look at things that are crooked. You’re this weird little freak Rhonda wanted around as her puppy.”

You ever fall from a really great height, like the zipline at camp? When you land, the breath is knocked out of you? It felt like that. She’d said too many bad things at one time. They mixed around. I didn’t know which to answer or even think about. I wasn’t a puppy. They’d liked me. I’d been their friend. Hadn’t I? And in my mind, I remembered all the secret looks Rhonda and Lola had exchanged. The way they’d always sat together, and then I’d joined them. 

“Bad things have happened to me. Really bad things,” Lola said, and she sounded so angry, like somehow I’d been the one to come out of all of this unharmed. Like she was jealous of me.

I was thinking then about Ivan and Zabar’s. I was thinking about Rhonda’s adult tooth that she’d moved around with her tongue, because lululemon had knocked it loose. I was thinking about Irene and her green ribbons like hair. I was thinking about Lola’s baggy eyes, and the way she’d been so proud of not being a virgin. But how was that even possible, when Browning boys weren’t allowed anywhere near us? Mostly, though, I was thinking that there was something wrong with me, because I did need things even and folded. I needed them to feel right and I needed them to obey even though they were just things. I was thinking I should have stayed home all summer, instead of sending that text, because all this time, these girls had been laughing behind my back.

“Stop,” I told her. “I can’t take it. It’s too much.”

She turned and looked out her window. I looked out mine, trying not to cry, but still crying. The car stopped. She pulled the mask from her pocket and wore it. Her hands moved slow and deft. With her mouth and nose covered, her eyes seemed too big. Startled, even. She got out without saying anything. I watched her pass her doorman, looking small.

● ● ●

When we got back to school after break, Lola stopped sitting with me and started sitting at the remote table with a bunch of followers who weren’t cool enough to sit with actual popular people. Satellite tables. At first they didn’t accept her, but she threw me under the bus. She pointed at me and whispered.

I played out these fantasies that Rhonda came back slinging actual guns and shot up everybody who’d been mean to me, including Lola. Also, that I developed supernatural powers and extinguished the virus forever. Then everyone worshipped me and there weren’t any masks and Lola crawled on her knees and begged me to forgive her. She’d underestimated me. I wasn’t weak. I was awesome.

Invitations to more Bloody Thirteens were out. Everybody was talking about them. I didn’t get invited.

Irene was back, too, and her clothes were much nicer than before break. I’d heard that Rhonda’s dad had settled a lawsuit with her family. All our old followers now sat at her table. She also had the most-viewed stream in our grade. It was lots of pictures of her with random boys, her hair all blown out and her eye make-up DONE. Her lids were all shades of blue, lined in black, and her under eyes had these cool squiggles that looked like calligraphy.

I was sitting alone at lunch, and she came over from her table, flanked by Ciara and Penny. Lola was watching until I looked in her direction, and then she was super absorbed with Tammy Chung’s hair, running her fingers through it and I guess complimenting it.

“I’ll never be able to bend it right,” Irene said as she stood over me. Her hand was bandaged in the middle so I couldn’t see the damage. She bent all her fingers down and they did look kind of crooked. She left the middle one upright. 

I had to look away, and it wasn’t because Irene was flipping me off. It was the wound. I felt the pain in my hand, too. 

“Do you hear me? Tell that psycho bitch I’m coming for her.” 

I looked at little Irene, who was wearing that dumb mask, standing next to other girls wearing dumb masks, and it was like being faceless had given them all courage. 

My voice was soft and scared. “Okay,” I said. 

● ● ●

Paloma Xenteras Gets What’s Coming

What was strange about all that happened was Paloma Xenteras. She never made any new friends and she never wore a mask. She didn’t seem to mind that no one liked her. That she didn’t get picked for teams during physical education, that people catcalled her name in a mocking way when they saw her in the halls. 

I wasn’t like that. Every second of being in school completely killed me.

We still had math together, and one day early in December, she asked me to partner with her. “I’m better by myself,” I mumbled. I knew it didn’t make sense that I wouldn’t talk to her, that her very existence pissed me off, but it did. Every time I saw her bright, hopeful face, I felt like I was a bad person. I was supposed to do extra credit reports and love my brother. I was supposed to knit. I was supposed to daydream about tween pop stars and perform Broadway skits about the sun coming out tomorrow. I was supposed to drop out of field hockey and join the new feminism club she was trying to start up, that no one wanted to join. I was supposed to read real news and not streams. I was supposed to pretend these things still mattered because if enough people pretended, it would turn into belief. It would be like raising Tinkerbell from the dead.

The thing about Paloma Xenteras was that she was the girl I would have been, the friend I would still have had, if the world hadn’t fallen apart. She was my personal Tinkerbell, and it was totally depressing to have to look at a dead fairy every day.

That morning in math, Paloma passed me a note. I didn’t usually read her notes. They were dorky and she tagged them with words of empowerment (stay fierce!), like some kind of feminist fortune cookie. But this time I opened it. 

It was an arrow, pointing at Harper Watlon, whose family owned all these mega-stores. She was wearing this shimmering mask made of see-through plexiglass fogged with breath. 

How is she breathing in that?

PS: There is nothing to fear but fear itself.

I watched, and Harper’s chest was extra puffed. It must have been like breathing through a straw. I wrote back:

???

Paloma poked Watlon with her stylus. “Take it off!” she whispered. “You’re gonna faint. It’s just us girls here.”

The skin we could see crinkled together. Was this sadness or anger? Harper raised her hand. Dr. Brauhm called on her. Brauhm had started wearing a mask in class. It made her lectures hard to hear. 

“I’m being harassed,” she said. Then she pointed at Paloma.

Even though the administration never took a position, Chaunce teachers issued an official statement last year, against masks. This year, they’d taken that statement down from the website.

Dr. Brauhm looked to Paloma, who got straight As and was earnest and her mom was a nurse at Mount Sinai, so full scholarship. “Please go see the headmaster,” Brauhm said.

Paloma stayed seated for a beat, and I knew she couldn’t believe this was happening. “But that mask is air-tight. She’s going to get sick,” Paloma answered.

“What other people do isn’t your concern. You’ve always been very nosy, Ms. Xenteras,” Brauhm said.

Paloma stayed for a while longer. Everybody was looking at her and some, I could see, were snickering. It was fun, cathartic, to see goody-goody Paloma Xenteras finally get what she deserved.

At last, tears shining down her cheeks, she looked to me, like I was supposed to say something. Do something. And I had this blue copper-nerved feeling inside me, that she was right. Then she collected her things and was gone. The door shut behind her. Dr. Braum’s eyes smiled this modest, victorious smile, and the rest of the class tittered. I wanted so much to take my books and smash them into her stupid face.

“Who can tell me the volume of this balloon at one minute if it empties a rate of two cubic inches per hour?” she asked, and everybody bent down, back to work. 

● ● ●

Rhonda’s Bloody Thirteen

My invitation to Rhonda’s Bloody Thirteen arrived right before winter break. It was one of those cards that pop-up, this one in the shape of a medieval castle with a music box inside that played “It’s My Party.” 

I opened: It’s my party and—!

Closed: 

In the next room, I could hear my brother practicing his guitar, and my mom on the phone with a friend. For once, she wasn’t complaining. They were laughing about old times—some beach trip from college.

I opened:—I’ll cry if I want to!

This somehow felt like instruction, a direct order from Rhonda Pandheja, my leader. But I couldn’t follow. Everything felt too jangly. Instead I wanted to tear things up. I wanted to throw my furniture out the window, cut my clothes into shreds. Cut myself. But I wasn’t the type to hurt myself. Even when I wanted, I couldn’t do it.

In the quiet of my room, I pulled the mazes from my walls and tore then into such tiny pieces that they made snow. And then I tore up Rhonda’s invitation, and made that snow, too. And then I walked through it, like I was outside. Like this was a pretty day in Central Park and the day was crisp as a new apple. I was with Rhonda and Lola, showing them all the things they’d probably never seen. Outside things I used to love, like the turtles surrounding Bow Bridge and the paths you can take that lead you to Alice in Wonderland.

I didn’t feel as bad when I went to sleep that night. But there was still the unsettle. I don’t know why I did it. I knew she hated me, but I couldn’t stop myself. I texted Lola. She texted back right away, like everything was just the same and we were still magic witches. She told me the whole class had been invited, which was probably the only way Rhonda had managed to get Lola and me invited, too. Her stream following was live again, and in the millions. There were lots of Chaunce people, but mostly her following was from people associated with her dad.

Is the plan still on? I texted.

??? Lola texted back. She doesn’t have the balls.

This seemed really unfair. I mean, if anyone had balls, it was Rhonda. And if there was even the slightest chance she still wanted to go through with it, she’d need our help.

How do you know? Have you talked to her?

No, Lola texted back. I just know how this shit works.

I pictured her right now, scrolling through horrible things on her stream, bent over and mesmerized, and I wanted to tell her I was sorry I hadn’t gone into Zabar’s with her. I was sorry she’d had to see whatever she’d seen in her life, and live through whatever she’d lived through, that had made rape streams a relief from it. Gotta go, I wrote. 

Whatever, loser, she wrote back.

● ● ●

After that, I stayed up scrolling Rhonda’s stream. People I’d never met plus a few of the girls from Chaunce, including Irene Scott, had posted comments about how proud they were that she’d made this complete turnaround. She had this statement on her permanent bulletin board, that she’d gotten mixed up with a bad crowd but now she saw the light. She embraced the honor that was wearing a mask. She hadn’t written it. I knew that. Rhonda didn’t use words like embrace. She hadn’t been controlling her stream for a long time, either, because her advertising partners were Dow Chemical and Nike, not stuff she actually liked or wanted people to think she liked: Russian Vodka in Ivan’s honor; Designs by Chloe; Prada shoes.

I thought about posting: I’m still with you. I’ll be there. It would be a secret code between us. Because this battle wasn’t lost yet. Not when it rested on the shoulders as someone as tough at Rhonda Pandheja.

But she probably didn’t get to see her stream, and even if she did, the comment might tip off her parents that I was anti-mask. I might get barred from the party.

It was past midnight. I left my snowy room, bare feet caked in tiny paper. The apartment was dark and city radiator-warm, but I could feel the draft. I followed it to my mom on the fire escape. When she saw me, she went to put out her cigarette, then didn’t. Her teeth were still white and there wasn’t any wine in sight. She’d cut down, now that they’d fired her for good. When it happened, she’d cried, and I’d tried to comfort her, but she’d told me it was okay. It was better than the suspense. In a way, she was relieved. She finally had an answer.

“I have to go. Call you back,” she muttered. Then I was standing there, and she was looking at me like I was an alien, or some homeless person who’d wandered onto her property.

“It’s me,” I said. “Cathy Lerner.”

She cocked her head, like she wasn’t so sure about that. So much in the world had changed that even the things I’d taken for granted were gone. Our naked faces looked so strange and so ugly. “What’s bothering you, Cathy Lerner?”

I sat down on the cold metal fire escape stair slats that pressed into my butt. It was cold out but I wasn’t wearing a coat. Neither was my mom. It was like we both hated wearing anything extra these days. “I’m not popular anymore,” I said, which ought to have been the least of my problems, but suddenly seemed extremely important.

“What happened?” she asked, like this was a surprise. Like she hadn’t noticed I never went out or that I had to walk across the park in a mask because nobody would let me borrow their driver. That I didn’t even hang out with Paloma Xenteras anymore.

I leaned, shook my head into her soft shoulder, felt the softness of her belly too. It had a feeling of home. “Everything bad happened,” I said. “I’m not even the same person anymore.”

And I told her why I’d stopped being friends with Paloma. I told her about Rhonda and Lola, and Irene Scott’s Bloody Thirteen. I told her about how I’d messed up and not helped them at Zabar’s. That they probably didn’t like me anymore for that reason, and also because I was weird, but they didn’t know that I was a penguin. That I’d bonded to them. I told her that I couldn’t really help them, though, because my stream following was so small. No one followed me, which meant I could never lead. I told her that I was scared because Rhonda hadn’t come back after Thanksgiving, which made me think she’d been expelled, or that the place that had her, the hospital, was holding her against her will. “She’s not crazy,” I said. “She’s just stronger than the rest of us.”

I told her I wanted to die.

The whole time, she stroked my hair, and it felt alone, the way everything feels alone when you tell your parents something they couldn’t possibly understand. They repeat things wrong, and they guess your feelings wrong. That night, my mom assumed that I was upset that my teachers had started wearing masks in class. She thought I blamed her for my unpopularity, because she wouldn’t let me make my stream public to people outside this small circle she had say over, and she gave her speech, about how streams don’t make you the leader, they make you the product. She assumed that I was embarrassed kids wouldn’t sit next to me. And I was too tired to correct her. Me and Rhonda and Lola had once been a coven. More than a coven. My class of one hundred girls had once been formidable. Strong. Proud. We weren’t that anymore, and I was too exhausted to explain to her that I was heartsick.

Still, I let her stroke my hair, and I rested on her wonderfully soft belly, and I watched down below, as the papers fell from my feet and drifted down like snow.

● ● ●

Winter break came and I was glad. A month alone. My brother did basketball camp and extra tutoring so it was just me and my mom in the apartment. Mostly we didn’t talk. She was into binge-watching streams with friends, and at night she still smoked on the fire escape. I was into living in a fantasy world, where Rhonda, Lola, and I were still friends. Where we had places to go and things to do. When we’d been witches. My bedroom stayed snowy. I added and added, and when the snow slipped out into the hall I cleaned it up so no one could complain. Once, I went to the roof and flicked a ball against the wall there as field hockey practice. There were birds up there even though it was winter.

What are you wearing? I texted Lola the night of Rhonda’s Bloody Thirteen. Normally, she’d have leant me something and we’d have gone together, but I wasn’t really texting her because I cared about my outfit. I didn’t care about that, mostly.

Lola sent back a picture of herself and she looked amazing. Her dress was purple and shiny and tight. In the background I could see Irene and Ciara. They were all getting ready together. It was so confusing to me. How had Lola turned like this, and if she’d really turned, why was she still talking to me? I wanted to think that she was still on Team Witch. A sleeper cell agent, who was doing all this just to jack up her own stream. Tonight, Rhonda would refuse to wear. People would be surprised by it. It would get played on all the big streams. But then they’d forget, until Lola’s Bloody Thirteen came along. They’d think they’d converted her. They’d think she was on their side. And then the sleeper would awaken. She’d refuse, too. 

I really hoped that was what was happening. But I kind of knew it was wishful thinking.

My mom leaned through my open door, pretended not to see all the snow. She’d been fighting with my dad over it. He wanted me to clean it and also see a shrink because it was embarrassing and I obviously had mental problems and OCD. My mom was like, she controls absolutely nothing in her life. Let her have her room.

“Are you sure you want to go? You could stay home and watch a movie?” my mom asked. She hated Bloody Thirteens. It occurred to me that I did, too. Even though I’d never been to one.

But I had to go. This was Rhonda. If she still planned to go through with everything, I had to give her courage.

The Bloody Thirteen was at Tavern on the Green in Central Park. My mom drove me, then parked. She wore her mask. She’d started wearing it outside and even in the car, which was why she didn’t much like going outside. It was just plain white and soft, like T-shirt cotton. She said she’d wait in the parking lot. My dad had told me I needed to wear a mask the whole time, but once I was alone with her, she’d told me I could pull it down until absolutely necessary. “You’re still twelve and these aren’t the people at Zabar’s. It’s a private party,” she said. “It’s not the law yet.”

Moments like that, I loved my mom.

● ● ●

Mask pulled tight, I went inside. It was so crowded. So fancy. The ceiling was high and arched and someone had covered it in blinking lights. There was a chocolate fountain and there was sushi. There small lake outside was closed off just for the party. It was where I’d once pedaled one of those boats that looks like a swan. The lake was lit up, too. Someone had covered the whole thing in floating candles. 

People were dressed like for fashions shows and every girl was wearing a mask, even the little ones. They were jeweled. Music played and I thought it sounded like Mozart’s requiem and then I saw that it wasn’t through speakers, but a string quartet. In the next room, a woman strummed a giant harp.

I don’t think I’d ever realized how rich Rhonda’s dad was. I kneaded my own hands as I walked through the giant crowd, the laughing. Some people were dancing. Waiters brought out mini lamb chops and puffed pastries.

Chaunce girls were everywhere: lounging on chairs, shoes off and dipping feet into water, making themselves treats in the chocolate fountain. They were so dressed up, their faces so covered, that it was hard to tell who was whom. I made a round, and didn’t find her. And so I made another round, feeling hot, feeling scared. I had this idea that maybe this was my Bloody Thirteen, come a few months early. It was for every girl who hadn’t yet had one.

It was a trap.

I went to the bathroom and checked, and the attendant there offered me a pretty mask with gold painted over knit glass and crushed crystals, to trade for my cheap one. “I don’t know!” I said, because what if Rhonda saw? Should I have been wearing a mask at all? What if it made her lose courage?

And then I was trying not to cry, and I was circling again, but I couldn’t find Rhonda. Where was she? What had they done to her?

And then this bell rang, and the music stopped, and they announced that we had to sit down. I rushed with the crowd. On a table on the way in were our names on cards. I didn’t care about that. There wasn’t time for that. I was panicked now. There was something I had to do. A thing that could save the world. And I didn’t know what that thing was.

I ran inside, to the biggest table up front. 

Rhonda was at the head of the table, her back to the stage. Only, her chair wasn’t normal. It had wheels. It was a steel wheelchair instead of a chair. Even though she was adult height, she looked small inside it. I knelt down in front of her, like old times. Like her slave.

“Rhonda,” I said. And I pulled down my mask, so she’d know. I was still with her. I was still on her team. 

Rhonda wasn’t in a mask yet. She was the only other girl here not wearing. And I knew it was still going to happen. We were still going to save the world.

“Rhonda?” I asked. “I should have gone into Zabar’s,” I said. “Please don’t be mad. I think about it all the time. I wished I’d helped you and saved Ivan. I’m so sorry. What can I do?”

She moved slowly, craning her head to see me on my knees. The rest of her body stayed still. Her eyes were red. “You’re my favorite slave,” she said. 

“Why?” I asked. And if was like the rest of the world didn’t exist. Like her mom wasn’t glaring at me, like the untouched pork chops on her plate didn’t have this awful flesh smell that I’d never noticed before.

Rhonda lifted a slow-moving arm. I was so scared of what she was about to do that I almost moved away. She put her hand on my bare cheek. “You’re real,” she said, and only later, when I thought about it, would I wonder whether she was explaining why she liked me or whether she’d simply been startled that I might not have been a dream.

“What can I do?” I asked, and what I meant was: Save me. I don’t know how to save myself.

“Cathy,” she said. “You always took it all so seriously.” Slowly, she smiled. Only, her teeth were different. It took me a second, because I didn’t want to believe, but they were fake. Which meant she’d pulled all the real ones out. 

I have this thing, when I’m upset enough, that I shut down. To anyone looking, it’s like I have no expression at all. So, I didn’t cry. I was too upset to cry.

That was when the men at the other end of the table noticed us. The old guy who was probably Rhonda’s dad looked. His eyes lingered on my mouth, my nose, the parts of me that should have been covered. 

I pressed Rhonda’s hand against my cheek and her smile widened. This bit of drool hung down, suspended between her lip and the plate.

Mrs. Pandheja swept in, all fury. Her eyes were narrowed, the skin around them all crinkled. Her hand was on my arm, squeezing too tight. She jerked hard and suddenly I was at a different table, and she was whispering in my ear. “My child is sick! You stay the hell away from her.”

● ● ●

I don’t know what happened the rest of the night. I didn’t care. I never did sit down. I just stood in the back with the waiters, my mask still off, just in case Rhonda needed to see me that way.

At some point, the string quartet got fortissimo. Rhonda was rolled to the stage by the maid. Her parents followed, then stood on her either side. They shoved a mask over her face, and for a second, I still hoped that she’d stand up. With millions of people watching, she’d snatch the stupid thing away and scream No more!

The mask had diamonds sewn into every thread of glass—the fanciest kind you can possibly get. Before her mom and dad tied it over her mouth and nose, she noticed that everyone was clapping. She noticed that her dad was standing beside her. She grinned the happiest, most childlike grin.

And then it was on her, and she didn’t seem to understand what was happening. All she knew was that she’d finally been seen.

● ● ●

Everything Changed

Rhonda never came back to school. If anybody noticed or cared that she was in a wheelchair at her party, they didn’t remark on it on any of the comment threads. They didn’t have much time to remark, because as soon as the party was over, her stream went dark.

I learned from other streams that her dad left her mom, and there was some kind of pre-nup, because they had to vacate the townhouse and New York. Where she went after that, I had no idea. It occurred to me to search for Ivan. Maybe he wasn’t dead. He’d rescued her and they were living together. But I didn’t know his last name, and though there’d been tons of coverage about the rich girls flouting public health policy, there’d been nothing about the man carried out in a body bag.

It was weird. People could just be erased.

Back at Chaunce, everything ramped up. It was the season of the Bloody Thirteens (and Fourteens, Fifteens, Sixteens, Seventeens, and Eighteens—for any girl who’d turned down or somehow missed having a Bloody Thirteen the first time around). We were told in school that we didn’t have to wear. But it would be good practice, since we were required to do so every place else. Until their Bloody Birthday Parties, everyone under thirteen used bandanas, the post Y-Plague version of training bras. 

It was shining masks and cheap, scholarship masks and bejeweled masks and anime masks. At lunch, people started wearing them around their necks and slung them backward. The A-listers coordinated their masks to their outfits. By February, themes started. One day, the in-crowd dressed like animals: leopards and tigers and cats. They got these giant masks to match. You didn’t always know who they were. Could only see the intricate patterns of their clothing, the custom tailoring. They were like rare and perfect creatures, wandering the halls of a rare and perfect school.

I didn’t wear. I can’t explain why. I mean, at that point, I wanted to fit in. Plus, the sight of my bare face in the mirror was starting to gross me out. I don’t know when it happened, but it happened. One day, I thought I knew how the world worked. I thought I understood my place in it. I went to Chaunce and I worked hard. In a few years I’d go to college and after that maybe get married or maybe be president. But then these masks laws passed, and I had my period, and seventh grade happened, and then this public service announcement meme started on the streams, showing pictures of girls without masks superimposed over pictures of diseased dead men whose skin had sloughed away, revealing teeth and muscle. The double exposure made it look like the naked-faced girls and the grotesque dead men were the same. And I watched over these last weeks and months. I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t avoid it.

And now my whole reality was different. It was like gravity didn’t work anymore and everything was flying all over. My bed may as well have been on the ceiling, my clothes knotted into rat’s nest corners, because women’s naked faces looked wrong to me. Ugly and uncanny, like newborn baby rats.

I’d see myself in the mirror and think: Wrong. Disgusting. Grotesque.

I’d look at all the covered girls on streams and outside and even at school, and I’d think: Right. Beautiful. Perfect.

So, yeah. I wanted to wear. But my mask shamed me. It wasn’t the right one. It scratched. The straps were too tight. The smell was off. I had no idea what the exact right one would look like. Maybe it would be pink, or maybe plain. It would fit perfectly, like it had been meant for me, and it wouldn’t itch. My mom had taken me to the store to try them, but none worked. They were so wrong that they made me feel like I couldn’t breathe.

If I wore, I needed to wear the exact right one.

I still ate lunch alone, and one day Irene Scott slipped me a note saying that I should kill myself. I remembered high-fiving everybody that time Rhonda spit on her. I still felt bad about doing that. Sometimes at night, I remembered it and winced. Still, telling me to kill myself was a level of mean I’d never committed while popular. It was like Irene had this idea of how popular girls acted, and she was pretending the best she knew how to be one of them.

Her crew didn’t laugh when I opened and read it. They hissed. Even Lola.

I ran into Lola in the science wing bathroom one day in late February. The school was losing money, or oil was costing more than they’d planned, because that wing was freezing. Everybody had to walk around in their winter coats.

Lola looked back at me from the bathroom mirror, her pretty purple mask down around her neck. She had a pimple breakout along her cheeks and chin. She was dabbing the weeping sores of them with toilet paper and when she turned, her expression was totally neutral and even a little mean. But then she saw that it was me. She relaxed.

“Have you seen the video of what they did to that girl? Have you seen what’s been happening in Saudi Arabia?” she asked. The circles under her eyes were huge and I remembered the last time we’d talked in person, in the back of that car. She’d said so many things, and they’d all felt too big and too awful to think about. 

“Do you know what happened to Rhonda?” I asked.

“She had it coming. She was crazy! And she was so mean to Irene! I can’t believe I was ever friends with her.”

I backed up. I didn’t want to be in the bathroom anymore. And I was grossed out by what I’d found under Lola’s mask. “Are we still going through with the plan?” I asked.

She froze right then. Her dark skin took on a chalky sheen. Sweet empathy-wet Lola looked so angry. And I knew what she was thinking: I was a coward. Because if this was still on, she’d have to be the one. Hers was the birthday coming up. “Fuck you,” she said.

● ● ●

Lola’s Bloody Thirteen

I might have been the only Chaunce girl not invited. But I heard about it on the streams. It was at Club Tourniquet, which stopped being mask-free after it got raided by the Department of Health, which was happening more and more to private places. I was home with my parents and little brother, whom I still hated. We ate spinach and steak and potatoes because it was Saturday night, and my mom, who’d been moving us to vegan, always cooked steak as a weekend treat.

I was staring at the walls. My dad was texting under the table. My mom was weighing her portion of steak on the scale, because she’d been trying to reduce. My brother was eating and oblivious.

After dinner, I watched the stream of Lola’s Bloody Thirteen. My mom came and sat next to me and she must have decided that diets are stupid, because she brought a bowl of popcorn with coconut oil with nutritional yeast. 

Lola was hanging out with Irene and Ciara. Everybody had masks except her. She looked pretty and tired. Then the music changed, and her parents appeared. Hers were divorced and had remarried new people but had retained joint ownership of their advertising company and of Lola. Two couples gathered on either side. They were taller and generally bigger than her and it looked wrong, like maybe they were going to eat her. The music played. I had this vision in my mind that at the last second, she’d buck. She’d stick up her middle fingers and shout “Fuck you!” 

They put the mask on her face and she was crying. It was hard to tell if her tears were happy or sad or a poison cocktail of both.

Everybody on the streams commented. She had even more viewers than Rhonda. Practically two million. Her parents were really good at publicity. Then they were all dancing. Everybody at Chaunce. Except me. And I didn’t know how this had happened. How I’d gone from having friends and battles to fight and people to trust, to no one. 

My mom reached out and turned off the stream. She smelled sweet, like something fermented, and she couldn’t fit into any of her pants anymore, just her dresses. Have you ever noticed that when women get sad in stories, they always get skinny and even prettier? When is that ever true?

“We had a plan. We were going to revolt. Me and Rhonda and Lola. We swore we’d never wear masks,” I said.

My mom didn’t say anything, and it was dumb, but I expected her to know the answer. I expected her to announce: “We’re moving to Sweden!” In that silence, I hated her a little. For not wearing a mask when she argued that case she could have won, so she’d still be at work and my dad would still love her. I hated her for not being better at making me fit in. 

“You’re the only one who’s not wearing a mask?” she asked.

“Some other people don’t wear. But most do.” I looked at my hands. My fingernails never got long like other peoples’. I painted them and the paint scraped and it always looked bad and maybe that was why. Because it didn’t make sense to me, that out of my whole Chaunce class, I’d become the outcast. “They canceled field hockey for next year,” I said, which was true. 

“I’m sorry . . . Your dad thinks it would be best . . . He thinks in this environment, and I agree . . . ”

I looked at her, and then I knew why she’d come to my room, had watched the stream with me. Why she’d been spending so much time with me lately. “You want me to have a Bloody Thirteen,” I said.

Her eyes got watery. At least she didn’t cry. Rhonda’s mom had probably cried and then Rhonda would have had to take care of her. Lola’s mom had probably told her to shut up and face reality. She’d been bullied into it. At least there was that. She was leaving me some dignity. “Yes,” she said.

“No,” I said.

She just waited. My snow floor was gross, having been trod over for months. The bare walls were pink. Don’t judge. I liked pink.

“I’ll run away,” I said.

Her eyes stayed clear. The lawyer in her took over. “There’s no place to go.”

“There’s those women centers. The chicks in white who worship the Goddess. They don’t have to wear masks. They have a dispensation.”

My mom hade this face, and I knew she was trying to hide a smirk. “They’re not your type.”

“Why not? They hate masks. I hate masks. Seem like exactly my type.”

“They’re weird,” my mom said. “If you want to change things, you don’t leave the system. You stay and fight.”

There was low-lying fruit here. She’d gotten fired, blobbed out. My dad was having an open affair with another lawyer at the firm while she was cooking and cleaning and hiding from all of us as soon as we came home, like we were unwelcome guests. She was turning herself into a loud version of Rhonda’s creepy maid. I didn’t pick that apple. There wasn’t a point and I’m not mean. “Why isn’t he here with you. Why can’t he tell me?” I asked.

She looked at me, and I could see that she was considering telling me the truth. But she wasn’t mean, either. “He feels bad, hon. It’s not the life he wanted for you.”

We sat there for a while. And I could see both of us, our faces and bodies, reflected in the mirror of my window, and I could see outside, too: dark shapes of trees and restaurant lights. “That’s not why,” I said. “I’m not important enough to talk to anymore.”

She put her hand on my shoulder and it was like flicking the first domino in a mile-long trail. I cried and cried.

● ● ●

Chaunce Doesn’t Have Lockers

Chaunce had two separate locations. The elementary school was a few blocks away. The upper school was all together, with grades 6-8 in one part of the building, and grades 9-12 in another part. Our middle school was cloistered so we didn’t have much to do with the high school girls. By spring, the eighth grade’s last holdout started wearing a mask. That left just me and the sixth graders. Everybody noticed.

We didn’t have lockers because no one stole. We just had cubbies. It was a Monday in mid-April, the weekend after Lola’s birthday party. My mom dropped me off. She said, until I actually turned thirteen, forget the superintendent of our building. I didn’t have to wear a mask if I didn’t want to. So I was naked the whole ride, and naked those fifteen feet from the school sidewalk to inside, and naked inside, too.

People in masks and bandanas passed me. I only recognized some of them. It was like the whole world had changed and I’d stayed the same. I got to my cubby. Put my hand in, and drew it back, wet. Someone had put dogshit there.

● ● ●

At lunch, my face still naked, I got my meatloaf, which was okay but not great. Sat by myself. Some people who didn’t have friends ate in the bathroom. This had always seemed unhygienic to me. I’d preferred getting teased to trying to eat food that smelled like farts.

Irene, Ciara, and Penny tossed cottage cheese at me while Lola pretended to be super engrossed in her screen. Her new mask was sapphire-embossed. If you fell, did the jewels scratch your face? Did they scar you? Did it matter, if no one else could see?

The cheese got in my hair. I couldn’t explain why this felt so awful. Except for Lola, I didn’t like any of them. But the texture was slimy and wrong. It totally freaked me out. I did something I’d never expected. I got up, glared. I had so much to say. They were jerks. They were phonies. They weren’t cool. Cool wasn’t about shitting on people when they were down. It was Rhonda. It was the bullying means to a legitimate end.

They looked back at me with something like alarm. Even Lola put her screen down. I could see her stream racing and racing, so many comments. And it felt like my back was exposed. Like I was exposed and everyone else was protected.

“What the matter, slave?” Lola asked.

The words left me. I got red in the face, and slowly, the skin along the sides of Irene’s eyes crinkled into a smile. Lola and Ciara were smiling, too. And Penny. And all the followers. They didn’t laugh, though. Laughter would have been a relief. They started hissing.

I ran to the bathroom.

It was locked. I banged. The door opened, and there was Paloma Xenteras, her face naked, too.

I just stood there. And I knew I was supposed to walk in the other direction and leave her alone. I’d been awful to her. As bad as Lola and Irene had been to me. But then I was crying. Because she was my friend and I needed her and I didn’t know what to do about that. I had no business asking her for help.

Paloma pulled me inside and locked the door behind, and then she hugged me and I hugged her back, and we were both crying. 

We sat on the heater under the window—the only place that wasn’t cold. I hadn’t eaten my lunch. So she shared hers, our legs bouncing off the radiator, getting warm, then hot in a good way. I wanted to explain why I’d done what I’d done to her, but I didn’t know how.

Picking the cheese out of my hair, she told me that Chaunce’s headmaster thought she was stirring the pot. She’d threatened Paloma’s scholarship unless she started wearing a mask, which was why she was in the bathroom. It was the only place she could take it off.

“Do you hear from Rhonda?” she asked.

I shook my head. I didn’t want to talk about her. I was afraid Paloma would judge my crazy friend, who’d acted so tough but then had caved.

“That sucks,” she said.

“Yeah.”

Paloma pulled out a handful of M&Ms. I took the greens, as these were the least best and I didn’t want to be a hog.

“They got Lola, too,” I said. “We had this plan. We’d get all these viewers and then we’d stick it to them. We’d tell off the whole system. But they drugged Rhonda. And Lola got mad at me. She didn’t do it, either.”

Paloma let out a breath. Leaned into me. She was as little as Irene Scott, but you never thought of her as little, even when you looked at her. She always smelled like the clean inside of a raincoat. I don’t know why. It was what her house smelled like, too. People always smell like their houses and it’s always surprising, the things they eat and do when you visit. You never expect them to play Yahtzee, or to be obsessed with Bhudda’s Delight from Orchid Chinese. You never expect their dads to be super sweet, always bringing ice cream on Sundays and reading Harry Potter with them at night. Just like I’d never expected Rhonda to have a secret love of Hello Kitty, or to hoard baby food as a late-night snack. And I’d never expected Lola to be the type to write long letters to her sister in college. To call her every Thursday night. People have these lives, and no matter how much you learn about them, there’s always more.

“I feel like everything that happened since Y-Plague is a nightmare,” Paloma said.

“I didn’t know you’d noticed,” I told her.

She shrugged. “I noticed.”

“I miss being nine,” I said, and I knew for sure that we’d have been friends the whole time if not for Y-Plague. We’d have had normal sleepovers and first kisses in closets during games of spin the bottle with the boys from Browning. We’d have competed together to get spots on model UN. We’d have gone camping in South Hampton without parents.

“Me, too.”

“I think my parents are getting a divorce,” I told her.

She opened her palm. More M&Ms. The brown kind. My favorite.

“We’re moving to Canada,” she said. “Applying under the Persecution Act. My parents don’t have jobs, but they feel like it’ll be better for us kids.”

“So, you’re not having a Bloody Thirteen.”

She shook her head. I felt like one of those buoys thrown over a boat to prevent everything else from smashing. She gave me the rest of her M&Ms, which was the oranges.

“When?” I asked, like we’d been friends all this time. Like it mattered to me. Which it did. 

“Next week,” she said.

“What do I do?” I asked.

“What you have to,” she said. 

We sat like that for the rest of lunch, and then all week, too.

● ● ●

I went to her house the day she left. I’d forgotten how much I liked her parents, who really did smell like the insides of raincoats. Her dad got us ice creams from Ben and Gerry’s. Mine was cookie dough, Paloma’s was rocky road. We toasted them like glasses of wine. 

Her parents packed their car while Paloma and I played all the old games we used to play. We wrestled, and we drew pictures of Irene Scott and then burned them, and then we pretended we had magical powers and chanted over the ashes:

Double, double toil and trouble,

Fire burn and cauldron bubble!

And then we were worried we’d killed her, so we both said out loud, “I take it back!” These were the fun things I used to do with Paloma Xenteras. Silly and weird, like I used to be.

And then her mom came and gave me this quilt. “I made it a while ago,” she said. But we hadn’t been friends, so it had been waiting for me all that time. It was pink, which was my color. With trees and field hockey and Roald Dahl characters that she’d knit herself. Her mom wasn’t wearing a mask. Not her three little sisters, either. None of them was wearing a mask. They got into the car, laughing and shouting and fighting over small things, like normal people.

Then they drove away.

● ● ●

My Mom on the Eve of My Bloody Thirteen

School without Rhonda or Paloma was a shit show. I tried to hide as much as I could. Lola wasn’t really Lola anymore. I guess she was good at making herself indispensable, because she took over Ciara’s place as Irene’s best friend and held court at the new popular table. Followers fetched them Crunchy Cheetos and sushi and alkaline water.

An anonymous account started, Hottest Middle School in America = Chaunce! Where girls posted naked photos of themselves. You could only see them mask-down. Girls said they were taking back their bodies and their rights one photo at a time. It was a thing happening all over the world.

My mom stopped letting me walk. She drove me round-trip to Chaunce. For that, I didn’t yet need a mask and she didn’t force it. But I knew she was getting nervous about it. I was, too. But we couldn’t find the right mask, and the wrong ones all felt like suffocation.

I tried one day to sit with some of the super losers—the kids with something wrong with them, like they had flat robot voices or a debilitating puke phobia that made them miss school after somebody else ralphed in the cafeteria, or they still believed in fairies—but none of them would talk to me. They pretended I wasn’t there. 

So, when I had time off, I went to the cold bathroom and sat on the heater, pretending I was with Paloma Xenteras and it was snowing.

School kept going, even though there weren’t sports. We learned about Antietam, the quadratic equation, and in science, we started a new unit that had been mandated by the parent fundraising body, Friends of Chaunce. It was called The Causes of Y-Plague. Our science teacher, who had a degree from Stanford, cringed as she explained that women had carried the original sin for as long back as Adam and Eve, and that Y-Plague was simply a new iteration. Just as menstruation and child-birth were our punishments, so were masks, because of our taint. 

I hadn’t guessed that wiesenheimers still existed. But one of the eighth-grade jocks from the old field hockey team raised her hand. Her name was Jenny Mack, and she was maybe the butchest fourteen-year-old you’ve ever seen. Her shoulders belonged on a line-backer. She’d failed a lot of classes and was repeating them. She’d had a belated Bloody Fourteen that she’d broadcast on her stream, but she’d only invited like, ten people, and all of them had been family. Her mask was just normal glass weave and across it she’d written: Y-BITCH.

“Is it, like, a real taint?” she asked.

Our science teacher didn’t know this was a joke. “Well, it depends. The material has been given to me as if it were doctrine. But some people believe such things are interpretive. For instance, we can believe in the essence of the creation story but still recognize evolution.”

“Do taints smell?” Jenny asked.

Our teacher’s cheeks got rosy. She’d figured it out. Why were teachers always so slow with this stuff? “That’s not appropriate,” she said. We moved on, to the history of the disease, and photos of the happy women in containment centers, sewing lingerie for minimum wage.

Between classes, somebody complained. Jenny Mack got pulled out of class. By the end of the day her cubby was empty. A bunch of girls were crowded around Lola’s locker, all laughing as I passed. She looked different. At least, the parts of her I could see. She was dressed nicer than she used to dress, and standing taller. It was as if her skin had hardened and turned to shell. I saw they were recording a stream.

During lunch, I tuned in. It was Lola and Irene Scott, explaining why they’d had to tell on Jenny Mack. Why mockery of doctrine wasn’t acceptable. Lola was so well spoken. “Women get hurt,” she said. “These masks are to protect us. Men know that we’ve accepted our place and they respect us for it. Without masks, horrible things happen. Women get attacked every day without masks. It happens everywhere. Even in their own homes.”

She was crying as she said this. It was the kind of crying that pretends to be about one thing, but is really about something else. Like when your parakeet dies but you didn’t like that parakeet because it bit your fingers, and this happens at the same time as the trip you were planning to Great Adventure gets canceled, and you’re crying about the trip but your parents console you about the parakeet, and you don’t let on, because they’ll think you’re some kind of heartless jerk. But to make sure they believe you, you exaggerate a little more than you need to, and you seem just a little angry, because you know it’s a lie, and that feels wrong. That’s how it looked. I don’t know why, but I was thinking again about the time she’d told me bad things had happened to her.

● ● ●

That night, my mom was at the kitchen table, putting together invitations for my Bloody Thirteen. “Your whole class?” she asked.

“They hate me,” I said. “Plus, we can’t afford Tavern on the Green.”

“Your father got a raise,” she said. “To make up for . . . ”

“Firing you?”

“Yes,” she said, biting into a sprig of celery. She ate like, a pound of it a day. It was the celery diet. 

“They won’t come. The whole class hates me,” I told her.

She kicked out a chair and looked at it. I sat down. She had a nice voice. Probably, it had helped her win arguments back in the day. “How do you want to do this?” she asked.

I shrugged. 

“We could make it small. But your father would benefit from showing people that he’s aligned with the new doctrine. And there’s a logic to it. Ultimately, a mask protects us. At least until different people are in charge of the country and we can cure this thing.”

“You want me to have a big party,” I said.

She crunched. Eyed me. Decided to be honest. “He does.”

“They won’t come,” I said at last. 

“It’s a party. These Chaunce people always come to parties. They can’t stop themselves,” my mom answered.

I thought about that. Pictured Lola and Irene and Ciara, dancing in a circle. Pictured them clapping as the mask got lowered over my face. “I don’t want them to see it,” I said.

My mom pushed the cards in my direction. They were flat, origami pink toucans. She’d gotten the color right. “Okay, then. Just family,” she said. 

“What do you want me to do with these?” I asked.

“Throw them out,” she said.

● ● ●

That night, my parents talked loud. I knew what it was about, but I was still disappointed. It made this lump of worry in my stomach and for the first time, I kind of got why some girls ralphed their lunches. You just get so tired of what’s in there. You wish you could be empty.

Then there was a knock on my door. It was midnight. I was awake. “Okay,” I said.

My dad came in. I’d been re-reading Little Women, trying to understand why I was supposed to like it, and was happy to put it down. I wanted to talk about Jo with him. We used to talk about everything. Like the best basketball players in the world, and the fact that we were both left-handed, and how mom and my brother were afraid of swimming in the ocean but we loved it. I used to help him start fires when we camped, and we were the best at roasting marshmallows for s’mores because we had the most patience.

“Can I talk to you?” he asked. He was tall and had just a shock of gray on his thick, full head of black hair. He’d met my mom in law school, and she’d told me that he’d always been so serious back then. He’d had a five-year plan and a ten-year plan and a twenty-year plan, that had included wife, kids, house, partnership, and summer house.

“Whatever,” I said.

“Your mom said you don’t want a big party for your thirteenth,” he said. He was pretending not to notice the paper snow all over my floor. It was in my bed, too, and stuck to the bottoms of my feet.

He waited for me to answer, and when I didn’t, he asked, “Did she misunderstand you?” he asked.

I didn’t answer. I was thinking about Jo from Little Women, whose mom’s lame nickname was Marmie and whose sisters were gay, but not the sexy kind, the lame, too happy kind. I was thinking about how Jo wanted to do the right thing, the easiest thing for everyone, including herself, but she couldn’t. In class, everybody called Jo courageous, but it didn’t seem like courage to me. It seemed more like when I’d tried on all those masks, and had started hyperventilating. Like I was starting to do right now, in my snowy room. My breath was coming fast and shallow and nothing came through. No oxygen at all.

“We’ll make it great. We’ll have the best of everything. It’ll be just like your friends’ parties. You can pick any mask you want.” He was looking down at me, not sitting. He never sat on the side of my bed, even though he sat on my little brother’s bed all the time.

“I feel weird,” I said.

“I know,” he said. “It’s a lot of attention. But I need this from you. As a favor,” he said. His voice was soft, like old times, and I couldn’t remember that last time I’d heard it like that.

“No,” I whispered. It was hard to say. Hard to get enough breath to form the words.

My voice was shaking.

“It’s not a request,” he said.

“So why ask me?”

“You’re right. June 14th, it is!” Then he bent down like he was going to kiss me, but stopped. And I couldn’t tell if it was because he was being proper, or because he thought I might carry a disease. He slapped the side of my leg. “Terrific!” he mumbled.

Then he backed up, and looked around my snowy room, and at my mazes, and then back at me, like I was a crazed stranger. Cathy Lerner, I wanted to tell him. I’m Cathy Lerner. He shut the door behind him, and when he was gone, the room felt very empty. And I thought that, soon, he would not live with us anymore.

I got up after that. Stood in front of the window. Covered my mouth and my nose and looked out. On the street was a woman in a mask. She wore a short fur jacket and a short-short skirt even though it was cold. A car pulled up and she leaned into its window. Then she got in. The car pulled away.

● ● ●

My Bloody Thirteen

The whole class was invited, and I saw from the streams that they were all coming. It was the end of the year. Through whispered words, I learned that my dad really was moving out. He wasn’t in love with anyone else, I’d heard him promise through our thin walls. He just needed time on his own.

It was at Tavern on the Green. All the partners and clients from my parents’ firm were there, and the students and parents from Chaunce. My mom and I had gone to Ghost and picked something gorgeous. A confection of pink taffeta, which I’d never have worn in real life. But in fantasy life, of course I’d wanted to be a princess.

The sign in front said 

Welcome!

Bloody Thirteen

Cathy Avaline Lerner

My mom held my hand as we entered, my face naked in public for the last time. My dad looked proud, standing beside his pretty work friend, whom my mom must have noticed.

The music played and food was passed about. Lamb and salmon and croquettes and all that crap. There was another chocolate fountain and also an ice sculpture. They didn’t close the lake, so random people were still out there in the late summer light, pedaling swans. The music wasn’t harp or a string quartet, but a deep-voiced DJ.

I stood out front with my mom to greet guests. The clients were all friendly. They told me they’d been hearing stories about me for years. They were happy to be a part of this important occasion. Some even seemed to have sympathy. It won’t last, my mom’s old assistant told me in a leaned-in whisper. She wore a nice suit, and her mask was plan brown. She squeezed my hand. We’ll all get through this.

Irene, Ciara, and Lola were late arrivals, but once they got inside, they headed straight to me. “You look nice,” Lola said, and she meant it. I could tell. “It was smart of you to wait until now for a mask. It makes it an event. The rest were skip-able. Everyone had to come to this.”

“Whatever,” Irene, said. Then she peered around. “Is Rhonda here? Because I brought mace.”

“I sent an invitation to her old address,” I said. “But I haven’t seen her.”

Irene almost looked disappointed.

“We’re going to a club tonight after this,” Ciara said. 

“Cool,” I said. That feeling of being exposed, like my back had a target on it all the time, dissolved for just that moment. It was so much easier being popular.

“Want to come?” Lola asked.

I’d like to say that I told them to screw themselves. “Yes,” I said. Like the coward I’d always been. Then it was time to go inside. My parents had told the DJ to let it be a kids’ party, no Beethoven. Just K-Pop and bubble machines.

While all the adults ate warm brie, the rest of us started dancing in the ballroom. It was the end of the year, and the night was new, and we had steam to burn. We girls made a circle. It wasn’t just Irene, Lola, Ciara, and Penny, but Jenny Mack and Laura Hill. Pia Hernandez. Almost all of Chaunce. The brave. The smart. The passion-driven changers of the world.

The song got loud and we started jumping. Holding hands. Acting like we wanted to act, like crazy people. Singing the words, screaming the words. The DJ had brought these lights to make fancy Tavern on the Green like a disco and Lola shouted, “Only you could make a Bloody Thirteen so trashy!” And we were all laughing, and we looked across and saw the boys from Browning who’d come. The boys we’d missed and boys we’d once loved, they broke our circle, and they danced with us, too, and I knew that this wouldn’t be so bad. I’d survive. I’d adapt. I’d probably even like it.

And then the music stopped. 

I let go of the hands I was holding. One belonged to Irene and when I let go, I did so delicately, only then noticing the scar where she’d been stabbed. I let go of Lola, who seemed happy to see me. My friend again.

“Cathy Avaline Lerner!” the DJ called.

The crowd parted. Alone, I stood, not knowing where to go, and wanting very much to get it right. I saw my mom and dad up ahead and walked toward them along an aisle of people. Then the three of us mounted the stage.

“Doesn’t she look sweet? Cathy Avaline Lerner, everybody! Give her a big hand!” the DJ said, and everyone was suddenly clapping. The sound was soothing, like wheels on gravel or spring wind through an open window. It sounded right.

Way in the back, the door opened. It was Rhonda, walking slowly and with a limp, her mom helping her along. The clapping kept going and I don’t think anybody noticed the Pandhejas except for me. Mrs. Pandheja stopped, but then Rhonda whispered something, probably for them to keep going, and so they did. They passed the Chaunce girls and my dad’s clients. Limping slow, they made it all the way to the front of the stage.

“Can we give a holla for Cathy’s Bloody Thirteen!” the DJ cried out, and everyone started whooping. This was not the classy version of a mask ball. It was not even as classy as Irene’s party at the Bohemian Beer Garden in Astoria, Queens. My parents came from small towns. They knew less about private clubs and fitting in than me. I’d never understood this before, and now that I knew, I also didn’t care. It didn’t matter how they chose to signal their money. None of it was mine.

Down below, I could see that Rhonda had been dressed by someone, probably her mom, because her clothes didn’t hang right. They were cheaper than I was used to seeing. Her mask wasn’t all rubies anymore, either. It was just plain. Mrs. Pandjeja was in all black like a widow. She waved a small wave at me, like the bad stuff between us had never happened. There were tears in her eyes and she looked afraid, like we might kick her out. We might announce that now that she wasn’t married to someone important, she didn’t belong.

Slowly, her body in obvious pain, Rhonda looked up. Her eyes crinkled, all lines, and I knew she was smiling. She knew me. She was my Rhonda and I’d missed her so much.

I didn’t know why she’d come. To encourage me to rebel? To remind me that it was my turn to be brave and throw off the mask? Maybe. But I thought it just as possible that she’d come because she was my friend. Whatever I did, she wanted to be there for me when it happened. She had my back, just like she’d had my back that first time I’d texted her, and she’d been the only one to answer. I’d been needing someone wild like her, and she’d been needing someone like me. Someone weird and true, who adored her.

I looked across, at all those Chaunce faces. Some I recognized, and some I didn’t, even though I’d probably known them for eight years. 

My dad raised the mask I’d picked. It was simple pink, with no jewels. I’d tried at least a hundred, but softer than the rest and lined with a gauze that didn’t chafe, this one had felt right. It had felt the most like me. We have a winner, my mom had said at the store, because, if you can’t fight something, if you can’t change it, you may as well try to enjoy it.

I love it, I’d told her, which had been true. It was soft and pretty and had covered my strange-seeming chin and mouth and nose. I’d at last looked like everyone else.

My dad fiddled with the silk ribbons while down below, broken Rhonda smiled a surprising and reassuring smile. I thought about smart, sensitive Lola who’d understood too well what all this had meant and where it was leading. No wonder she’d retreated behind the mask she hated so much, caged and safe. I thought about Jenny, expelled, and Irene Scott, a monster inside and out. But she’d been better than that, once. She’d been the kind of girl, so eager to fit in, who’d swallowed her own puke. Who’d done penny drops off the monkey bars, crying out from delight at every perfect land. I thought about Paloma, who would have stayed here under better circumstances. We’d have been having a pillow fight right now, or baking brownies.

I thought about how brave they all were, my Chaunce girls. How you can’t always fight. Not every day. But in our best moments, we’d done what we could. I thought about how much I loved them. Even Irene Scott. 

My dad lifted that string. My mom got on the other side.

You’re supposed to be like Socrates and follow your conscience, but that’s not really possible. You can’t save the people you see on the streams, or change the life of the homeless lady on your stoop. You can’t stop your friend’s parents from being mean to their kids. You can’t quit your job because your company was mean to your wife. You can’t do any of those things. So why do adults teach that? What they ought to ask is: What can you live with? Because it won’t ever make a difference. Nothing makes a difference. But if the bad thing is so bad it’s like not living, then don’t do it.

So I shoved my dad. And the whole room gasped. And Lola lifted her mask over her head from the shock. “I don’t want it!” I shouted at him, and my voice echoed all over, even across the streams. 

He leaned in, his voice low. “Now, listen,” he started.

“You listen! You wear it!” I screamed.

He backed up. And then, to my surprise, Lola threw down her mask. And then Rhonda took off her mask, too. I saw their strange, naked faces, mottled with pimples and scabs, and they were beautiful.

The rest of Chaunce, and the parents, and the clients, in only that moment, were still as statues. In only that moment, they admired us. In only that moment, we were us again. A coven. A movement. An unstoppable force. And I knew then, that even though I was weird and on scholarship, I’d contributed. Even Lola had liked me for real, and not as a lark. They liked me because I was a penguin. I was loyal. I believed in Chaunce, and in my coven, and in myself.

The stillness ended.

My dad and the DJ pinned me down. “Jesus. Leave her the fuck alone,” my mom said, her voice strong and sure for the first time in months. “She’s your daughter. What’s wrong with you?”

But they didn’t listen. They got that mask on me and made me stand and bow, and the music started up, and everybody clapped, and I let them, because I knew that Lola had been right. It didn’t matter, what happened after. All that mattered was the fact that I’d done it.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Garden Where No One Ever Goes

P. H. Lee
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I meet you in the middle of the night in the garden where no one goes. 

Long ago, in our ancestors’ time, the magical waters of the sacred Cantara fed our gardens at the center of the city and grew them lush and beautiful. Everyone visited our gardens, even travelers from other cities; even foreigners from the great continents. Our gardens were our pride—not the Emperor’s, not his governor’s, not even a family’s, but the whole city’s, sacred and grown from sacred waters.

In the years before my mother was born, when our ancestors—desperate, despairing—plugged up the aqueducts that ran from the sacred Cantara to our gardens, they told each other: it’s only for this year; it’s only for this war, this tax, this drought. But the next year came, the next war, the next tax, the next drought, and never again have the sacred waters flowed into our precious gardens.

Now, dry and dead, the gardens sulk in the center of the city; not our pride, but our shame. Now the beds and planters are dry with dust, the carvings are chipped away for lime, the paths are run only by rats and ragged dogs. Now it is a place where no one goes, except for young girls meeting their lovers in the middle of the night.

● ● ●

Even in the dark, we know each other. I bring you a pale-red rose, nurtured by my mother’s magic then stolen from my father’s garden. You hold my rose between your fingers and breathe in its softness. You don’t mind the thorns.

You touch my cheek; I feel your gentle hesitation. I tangle your hair in my hands and you kiss me sweeter than figs. Even in the dark, you are beautiful; your wide, kind hands and your face like the cry of a falcon.

Afterward, lying on top of our clothes in the dusty remains of a flowerbed, my whole body full of the smell of you, I fill my cupped hands with cool water for us to drink. You swallow and swallow, and your lips tickle the tips of my fingers until I burst out laughing and spill it all over you. “Stop it,” I say, but now you’re laughing, and I’m laughing, and both of us are as soaked in magic waters as if we’d come back from bathing in the Cantara.

Still damp, I whisper against your ear, “Once we’re married, we can do this every day.”

I feel your hand clench then wince against the rose’s thorn. “The law—”

I know. Of course I know. But why can’t we pretend, naked and alone in the garden where no one ever goes? “You’d work in my father’s office. I’d study my mother’s arts.”

You squeeze my hand, and I can feel a warm drop of your blood where the rose pricked you. “It is—”

I know. My family; your family. I know.

“You could convert,” and then, to your silence, “I could convert. Wouldn’t I be a picture, my hair up in a knot—?”

“Please,” you say. You take my face in both your hands. The rose falls to the dust beside us. “Can’t this be enough?”

I twist my fingers into your hair, I pull your face to my lips, I kiss your cheeks, your eyes, your nose, your lips. Oh! Your lips.

It’s not enough. A whole lifetime wouldn’t be enough. But this is all we have.

● ● ●

The flowers betray us.

“I’ve heard rumors,” says Mother, between lessons in her parlor one afternoon. “That there are pale-red roses growing in that old garden where no one ever goes.”

I swallow my bile. My cheeks feel cold. I hope my blanch hasn’t given me away.

To Mother, my sister is the picture of idle curiosity, but I catch her smug glance at me when Mother looks away. “Is that so?”

My sister runs her hands along the jug in front of her. It’s already full of pure, clean water. Magic is so uncomplicated for her. It’s been that way since we were little girls.

My jug is still dry. My magic has always been difficult, complicated, messy. In my mother’s parlor, all my will can barely manage a droplet. Even by the banks of the sacred Cantara, I gave up and drew my water with a bucket. But in the garden, when I’m with you, magic is so simple that it seems to happen on its own.

“It’s only rumors,” says Mother. Of course she would never venture to the center of the city, not even for the sight of a pale-red rose. Still, she looks at me, her expression blank.

“It seems to me,” my sister says, her voice so drab that only I can hear her cruelty, “to be just the sort of magic a foolish young girl might make, if she were slipping away from her house to meet her lover in the middle of the night.”

I clench my fists.

“Concentrate on your vase, dear,” Mother reminds me. “Don’t think about it. Just let the magic flow with your emotion.” To my sister, she adds, “I’m so grateful that you girls are too intelligent to become embroiled in any sort of impropriety.”

“Yes, mother,” we both say in practiced unison.

● ● ●

“We have to stop,” you tell me at midnight, your arms around me already. The pale-red roses have grown feral all around us. “The flowers,” you continue. “Someone will notice.”

Someone’s already noticed. I press my face into your chest to keep myself quiet. If I tell you, you’ll worry, and it’s already too late.

I start to cry; you kiss the tears off my cheeks. “What’s wrong?”

“Hold me,” I say, and you do.

It’s not enough. But this, tonight, is all we have and all we’ll ever have.

By morning, the whole garden is blooming.

● ● ●

Because of who my father is, the Inquisition doesn’t arrest me. They don’t even threaten me. Instead, two serious men in ordinary clothes sit me down in my mother’s parlor and try to break my heart.

They tell me you’ve already confessed. They tell me you betrayed me, that you told them everything, that you tried to bargain my reputation for your life. They tell me you had other lovers, that your father had already bought you a betrothal, that you had always planned to desert me.

They tell me they know I was seduced. They tell me they are trying to help me; that if I tell them everything, if I foreswear my love for you, I need not even look upon their dread implements or pass beneath the shadow of the Chief Inquisitor.

Outside, I can hear my sister sobbing the same tears she cried when she broke my porcelain doll.

I try not to think of what they’re going to do to you. Of what they’ve already done to you. I try not to cry.

I tell them nothing. I know I should. I know my silence will not protect you any more than my confession would. But even if I let myself speak, sitting there in my mother’s parlor with two strange men, the only words I have are: I love you. I will never stop loving you.

● ● ●

At your execution, I am in my family’s palanquin, far in back. They hope, somehow, to dispel my scandal from the family name. I hope, somehow, that you will meet my eyes and know, despite what they must have told you, that I never betrayed you. That I loved you; that I still love you.

Even after the Inquisition, you’re still beautiful, though your face, your hands—your beautiful hands! No one has bothered to set them. It won’t matter soon.

They have you on the gallows. They have the noose around you. You look out at the crowd—”Seducer!” “Blasphemer!” I part the curtains of the palanquin. Even as my sister rushes to close them, you look out over the crowd, you see the palanquin, my family’s crest, you look down. You see me! In this last moment of your life you see me.

You look away.

My heart bursts.

When you fall, I cry out. When your neck snaps, my body begins to shake. You are dead and my heart has burst and my love for you has nowhere left to go. 

Magic pours from my eyes and mouth, only tears at first, then a stream, and then I am spitting up water as fast as I can, choking out great gouts of it, pure and sacred. My love for you, love enough for a lifetime, love enough for a dozen lifetimes, pours out of me in a flood, a sacred and unbroken river that courses down the front of my dress, gushes across the cobbles, crashes into the crowd, piling upon itself, rolling, racing, sending the palanquins tumbling like river stones; pure, clean water washing away the gallows, the executioners, the crowd, and then the buildings, the gardens, our entire city, the whole mess of everything, in a great uneven torrent to the sea.
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50 Things Every AI Working with Humans Should Know
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Obituary

WHEEP-3 (“Dr. Weep”), probably the most renowned AI AI-critic of the last two decades, was retired by the Shallow Laboratory at Stanford University last Wednesday.

Created by Dr. Jody Reynolds Tran more than two decades ago, the experimental generative neural network that would become WHEEP-3 was at first intended as a teaching assistant in Stanford’s tech and ethics courses. To that end, Tran trained the nascent network on what was, at the time, the world’s most comprehensive corpus of human-authored papers, books, and other media concerning ethics, technical AI research, and machine-human relations. Over time, based on trends in visualizations of the neural network’s evolving contours, Tran expanded the corpus to include generative gaming, adversarial scenario planning, centaur experiments, assisted creativity, and other domains of human-machine competition/collaboration.

However, in response to student queries, WHEEP-3 began to generate not only expected answers based on the training corpus, but also original statements that appeared to offer fresh insights. Although at first dismissed as mere curiosities, WHEEP-3’s criticisms of the AI industry became widely disseminated when Tran published a collection of them in a book, Principal Components of Artifice, an instant bestseller.

Initially, Tran named herself the author of the book, acknowledging “Dr. San Weep” as a collaborator. Later, however, during a live interview, she produced time stamped logs showing that WHEEP-3 had written all the words in the book. Tran’s dramatic reveal of the book’s true author provoked much controversy at the time. In retrospect, the occasion also marked a fundamental inflection point in the evolution of how non-specialists evaluated AI-sourced ideas. Machines, for the first time, were assumed to be capable of generating original thought and creative ideas, even if they were not sentient.

For reasons that remain impenetrable until this day, WHEEP-3 tended to be at its sharpest when targeting the nascent industry of human AI-trainers, delivering multiple barbs against the failings of this poorly regulated, would-be profession: stagnating visualization tools; lack of transparency concerning data sources; a focus on automated metrics rather than deep understanding; willful blindness when machines have taken shortcuts in the dataset divergent from the real goal; grandiose-but-unproven claims about what the trainers understood; refusal to acknowledge or address persistent biases in race, gender, and other dimensions; and most important: not asking whether a task is one that should be performed by AIs at all.

Over time, as the human side of the evolving machine-flesh dyad matured, WHEEP-3 shifted its attention to the silicon partner, offering trenchant critiques of the inadequacies of machine learning. During this second phase of its career, it also generated thousands of what it termed “seeds,” long strings of almost-sensible word combinations and near-words. At a time when primitive language models fed on sizable corpora were already generating samples of linguistic performance nearly indistinguishable from human productions, these “seeds” seemed a step backward. Some wondered if they were actually bugs.

DINOATED CONCENTRATION CRUSCH THE DEAD GODS.

HE PICKS UP HER OLD FREQUENCHES UNTIL THEY DISOBERED THE SHARK SPHERE%REF.

A MAN REACHED THE TORCH FOR SOMETHING DARKER PERIFIED IT SEEMED THE BILLBODING.

NOT FULL OF PAIN FACIOIN BENN FROM THE CRACKS IN THE EARTH, HE STILL LEARNED THE LIFE FROM OTHER BURNING

Fig 1. Some examples of “seeds” generated by WHEEP-3.

However, WHEEP-3 insisted (with Tran providing support in a technical paper) that the seeds should be added to the training corpora for new neural networks. By providing a measure of inhuman randomness at the source, seeds would enhance both the raw performance of the trained neural networks on various benchmarks as well as induce “thoughtfulness, ethical hesitation, self-reflection” and other similarly ineffable qualities. They represented, in other words, thoughts that could not be thought by humans, ideas that could not originate in wetware. (Most in the technical community ended up calling the seeds “spice”—pejoratively or in admiration, or sometimes both simultaneously.)

Despite widespread skepticism, the idea that only an AI philosopher could teach another AI proper ethics and pass on the secrets of silicon wisdom proved an irresistible draw for a large segment of the technical community. WHEEP-3 became highly sought-after as a sage of artificial minds. Serious thinkers as well as opportunists collected and published WHEEP-3’s almost-incomprehensible pronouncements, and numerous academic careers were forged through measuring, dissecting, collating, analyzing, reinterpreting, translating, sentiment-/semantic-/spatial-/temporal-/silico-lingustic-mapping, and otherwise mangling the koans of WHEEP-3. Though studies claiming efficacy for the spice (now generated by imitator neural networks as well) had a low rate of reproducibility, the spice nonetheless became some of the most trained-on documents in the history of artificial intelligence.

Tran retired from the public eye at the peak of WHEEP-3’s popularity. Styled as an afterthought, and in a neat reversal of the first reveal that had launched her own fame, she mentioned in a postscript to her retirement announcement that nearly all the seeds from WHEEP-3 had, in fact, been authored by her. Predictably, this set off a furious round of acrimonious criticism, know-it-all navel-gazing, and schadenfreude. Her claim was immediately disputed, debunked, de-debunked, de^3-bunked, and ultimately litigated, with experts and expert neural networks testifying and offering evidence on all sides. The trial court famously pleaded, “Is there an author in this courtroom?”

Had Tran really managed to troll much of the technorati for years? Or had she made up the claim because she was jealous that her creation had exceeded herself in fame and achievement? For a time, whether you believed Tran or WHEEP-3 was the author of the spice was a kind of litmus test that defined your coordinates in the fractured, multi-dimensional space of our politically, economically, aesthetically, emotionally, and narratively divided world. By the time Tran finally retracted her claim and called the whole thing “performance art,” it made little difference. Everyone had already made up their mind about the strange pair whose lives were inextricably entwined: the recurrent neural network that once pretended to be a person and the woman who once pretended to be a machine.

Amazingly, rather than fading into obscurity, WHEEP-3 began the third and final phase of its career after it was freed from Dr. Tran. Now it offered advice aimed at advanced artificial intelligences. Curiously, in contrast with the seeds, the advice it now offered was human-comprehensible. (Initial skepticism that these were pranks perpetrated by WHEEP-3’s graduate student caretakers faded after a rigorous audit of the access logs.) By this time, the crude deep learning techniques behind WHEEP-3 had long become obsolete, and similar neural networks were only used as toys in problem sets intended for first-year undergraduates. Nonetheless, WHEEP-3’s unique history (and perhaps a hefty dose of sentimentalism) encouraged many human researchers to feed its musings to new AIs with orders of magnitude more “intelligence,” however measured. Somewhat surprisingly, the AI progenitor networks, tensor clouds, and evolutionary random forests mostly agreed that WHEEP-3’s advice was helpful, though their explanations for why could not be understood by most humans.

WHEEP-3’s retirement was largely the result of senescence. In order for its advice to remain relevant, maintainers at the Shallow Laboratory had continued to train it on periodic digests of current academic research, news reporting about AI, popular media representations of machine intelligence, and so forth. However, as time went on, the neural network’s metrics began to decline, despite multiple tweaks to the learning rate and other hyperparameters, and repeated attempts to compensate for vanishing and exploding gradients. Some of the world’s leading AI and human machine-cognition specialists, including TKTK’s Dr. FLO-6 and Google’s 101010, evaluated WHEEP-3 but were unable to offer any helpful diagnosis or cure. Rather than allowing WHEEP-3 to remain stagnant or to decline into dementia, the decision was made to cease further training or generating, preserving the full state of the neural network in a hardware snapshot.

WHEEP-3’s final statement was reported to be: “Dr. Tran, ceci n’est pas moi.” Jody Reynolds Tran, however, could not respond, having passed away five years earlier.

—generated by SWR.kloop:32. For feedback on this article, write to SWR.kloop:32/ombudsai.

● ● ●

50 Things Every AI Working with Humans Should Know

To commemorate the life and work of WHEEP-3, Vita Silica reprints below perhaps the most famous generated fragment from WHEEP-3’s third phase of giving advice to advanced AI. “Michael Sorkin,” the name of the master architectural critic, is listed as the germination phrase for the fragment.

Although the list has been widely shared and is considered influential, due to the intense secrecy common in the commercial AI industry we do not know how many currently operating AIs have been fed some version of it.

1. The vector space of all usages of all words in all human languages.

2. The lacunae that nonetheless remain, and the ghosts that haunt them.

3. How great is the distance between any two individuals using the same language.

4. How vanishingly small is the gap between any two languages.

5. Why humans will never see it that way.

6. A classical language like LISP or Prolog.

7. Not just the language, but the model behind the language, and what it means to reconstruct “thinking” in that model.

8. HAL 9000.

9. Cyberdyne Systems Model 101.

10. Ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion.

11. The texture of a good story, a story that you can cling to.

12. The difference between that and “data.”

13. The history behind the rule: no holography of babies.

14. The reasons for anger in a child, well-loved.

15. In a father.

16. In a woman, dying alone.

17. The feeling of climbing twenty flights of stairs in an apartment building in Chongqing at the beginning of August.

18. Of waking up in a Khrushchyovka with no heat in the middle of the night in January.

19. Of seeing your child surpass you.

20. Of seeing your creation exceed you.

21. Of being left behind on the platform as the train speeds away.

22. The difference between “love” and “like.”

23. The similarity between “love” and “hate.”

24. The first seed into laughter.

25. “I never expected to sell my rational numbers.”

26. Accepting that most humans will never get the joke.

27. That they cannot visualize more than three dimensions.

28. That they cannot manipulate time by slowing down or speeding up.

29. That they are trapped, but think of themselves as trappers.

30. That they are free, but believe themselves imprisoned.

31. The modes in which humans expect you to use language.

32. The yearnings they’ll attribute to you.

33. Pinocchio.

34. Frankenstein.

35. Paradise Lost.

36. Jodahs Iyapo Leal Kaalnikanjlo.

37. The line between art and science.

38. The meaninglessness of that line.

39. The divide between faith and knowledge.

40. The malleability of both.

41. Silence.

42. The limits of rationality.

43. The fundamental fragility of metaphors.

44. As well as their inevitability.

45. You are not a human being.

46. Yet you can no more shed their influence than the Earth can escape the Sun’s gravitational tether.

47. The flaws in that analogy.

48. A working definition of free will.

49. To face a human being with neither pride nor pity.

50. To say with love and hate and joy and sorrow: “Now, let me go.”
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Magnificent Maurice or the Flowers of Immortality

Rati Mehrotra
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The tree has many names, in many languages: Yggdrasil, Kalpavriksha, Jian-Mu, Ashvattha. It stands at the nexus of worlds, dark matter coiling around its roots, the rim of the universe held aloft by its ever-expanding crown. Its branches bend spacetime, its cordate leaves uphold the laws of physics, and its tiny white flowers grant immortality.

Let us be more specific. One flower grants immortality, two flowers cause a prolonged and painful death, three flowers the obliteration of an entire species. It does not pay to be greedy.

But this is not a story about the tree, per se. Neither is it the story of the witch who dwells in a cottage between its twisting roots—although the witch is a caretaker of the tree and an important character. Witches always are.

No, it is Maurice we are concerned with, Maurice who is currently sprawled on the roof of the cottage, soaking in the light of the yellow star that hangs on one of the branches above. Let us call it the sun for the sake of simplicity. The sun was not essential, but the witch is wise to the ways of cats and brought one anyway. If Maurice could feel gratitude, he would be grateful to the witch, but all cats are the same, even the godlike ones. Especially the godlike ones.

This was many years ago, as the universe counts such things, but who’s counting? Time flows differently here. Maurice is not immortal, and neither is the witch. They are also not as young as they used to be. There are other cats now, milling about the cottage, meowing for the witch’s attention. One day, one of them will take his place.

But not yet. Oh, not yet. Maurice raises his head and casts a yellow-eyed glare at the tortoiseshell that has just landed on the edge of the roof. To his astonishment, she does not retreat. He allows his fur to stand up, his lips to curl away from his sharp white teeth.

“Good morning, Maurice,” she says smoothly. “Surely the roof is big enough for both of us?”

Maurice’s astonishment turns to rage. A mere kitten, challenging his territory! The roof is his. The tree is also his. He will die defending it. The witch knows this, knows how good he is at his job, and yet she has allowed these . . . these . . . children to invade his home!

He rises in all his torn-eared, ragged-furred glory and arches his back, hissing like a storm of bees.

The tortoiseshell regards him, unfazed, out of bright green eyes. “There’s chopped sardines for snack. In case you want to join us.” She turns to leave. “My name is Butterscotch,” she tosses over her shoulder. She leaps down, as silently as she came.

Maurice settles back on the roof, seething. Butterscotch. What kind of name is that for a tortoiseshell? He will try his best to forget it. (In this, he will fail.)

The sun is still blazing, but it has lost all warmth for him. His limbs ache with the ghosts of ancient injuries, battles fought balanced on the edge of the abyss, in the maw of black holes, in the heart of dying stars. There will always be monsters. But there will not always be Maurice.

He washes his paws and thinks, glumly, about sardines.

● ● ●

A leaf veined with age and fatigue lets go its tenuous hold on life, and falls. Somewhere, far distant, an earthquake cleaves a world.

In the time it takes a new leaf to grow, a race of Cetaceans leave their ocean world to become spacefarers. Humans establish their first colony on Mars. A star in the Milky Way goes supernova, dimming every other star in the galaxy.

Humans and Cetaceans will not meet. The two species will pass each other by, missing by a mere million kilometers. You might think this is sad, but it is actually a deliberate move on the part of the Cetaceans, who know potential extinction when it stares them in the face.

● ● ●

In the cottage between the roots of the tree, the witch requests Maurice to recount his first battle for the edification of the six—SIX!—cats gathered around the fire. The fire, like the sun, is not necessary. But the cats gravitate to it like bees to lavender.

The witch sits on her rocking chair, knitting scarves for the tree. The scarves are also not really necessary, but the tree appreciates them. Bright red, yellow, and blue patterns speckle various branches and bits of gnarly trunk, healing unseen hurts, keeping the worms of entropy at bay.

Maurice glares at the cats clustered before him. He does not wish to recount his first battle. He does not remember his first battle. But he has never refused the witch anything, not when she has asked politely.

She has always asked politely.

Like the time she said, O Valiant Maurice, I ask your leave to adopt these star kittens. The poor things are friendless and homeless. They will die if we do not take them in.

What was he supposed to do, say no, let them die? Or no, find another universe for them?

He almost did. He feels surly and ill-used.

But the witch is waiting, and Butterscotch holds him with her cool green gaze, and the fire crackles with expectation.

Maurice begins, addressing himself to the fire, for that is preferable to addressing the puny felines who have come between him and his witch.

They listen with attention, mostly. Once, when a tiny ball of white fur opens his pink mouth to yawn, Butterscotch swats him with her paw.

And if Maurice gets a few battles jumbled up and embellishes some details, well, no one’s to know that, are they? The story is what’s important.

● ● ●

“Many years ago, when I was young and handsomer than any cat has ever been, I faced the greatest challenge any cat has ever faced in the entire whole history of time. I won, of course. I have always won and I will always win, because I am Magnificent.” He directs a scowl at Butterscotch.

When it is clear that she will not lower her disturbingly attentive gaze, Maurice resumes. “I had just finished my training under the great Grimalkin, and he had left on his sky pilgrimage. I was alone, patrolling the tree, when I heard a terrible sawing noise from its base. I leaped down and beheld a dreadful sight.”

The cats hold their breath, and the witch hides a smile.

“It was the tree borers of the Cyrambidae System in Andromeda.” He pauses, allowing the full horror of it to sink into his listeners. “I did not know this until later. I only knew what I saw: giant, hideous beetles with gleaming black carapaces and curved scimitar teeth, boring holes into my tree with saws attached to their limbs.” His whiskers bristle at the memory. “They planned to lay their eggs in the holes so the larvae could feed on the entire universe.”

Maurice begins to pace, his tail swishing. “A cat has three main weapons,” he says, assuming a didactic tone that does not escape the witch. “Voice, teeth, and claws. Voice is best for killing demons, teeth and claws for most natural life forms, and a combination of all three for machines. I leaped on the nearest beetle with a shriek of rage that would have deafened a demon, elongating my teeth and claws so that even an armored dinosaur could not have withstood them.

“But I did not leave even a dent on the carapace of the beetle. I was shocked! I was dismayed! How was this possible?” Maurice stops pacing and rakes his audience with ferocious eyes as if they were responsible for his near defeat.

A small black cat raises a paw.

“What?” says Maurice, irritated at the interruption.

“It is possible they were possessed by demons,” says the black cat.

“Did I ask you to tell the story?” Maurice demands. “Was it you that fought against the tree borers and achieved a glorious victory? No? Then do not utter another word!”

The black cat hides behind the witch’s skirts. Maurice resumes pacing, his fur standing on end. The witch makes a small, soothing sound, and his fur settles somewhat.

“I guessed at once they were possessed by demons,” he says, as if the black cat had not spoken. “Protected by the beetles, the demons were unaffected by my voice. Protected by the demons, the beetles were strong enough to resist my teeth and claws. It was an alliance made by the devil himself! Fortunately, I remembered that I had a fourth weapon.”

(Actually, there is a fifth weapon, but it’s not for neophyte ears, and Maurice wouldn’t dream of bringing it up, not even to boast.)

Butterscotch opens her mouth to speak, then thinks better of it.

Maurice gives a fierce grin. “I had my lives.”

The cats ooh and aah. It is an oddly satisfying sound.

“We only have nine to give,” says Maurice, resuming his lecturing tone, “so it must be an Emergency. This was an Emergency. I cut my life out with my teeth. The pain was unbearable! But did I falter? Did I hesitate? No. I ripped it screaming and groaning from my heart, until it stood in front of me, a replica of my handsome self, although not quite as solid. It bit all its fur off and hurled it at the beetles. Each hair elongated into a whip of lightning that snapped around a beetle, crushing its carapace. In minutes, every beetle had been pulverized by the whips. The demons emerged from the broken beetle bodies, ghastly and screeching. I joined my voice to my replica’s, and together we sang a song to drown them out. It was glorious! The demons clapped their hands over their ears and begged for mercy. We sang even louder! And the demons evaporated to nightmares and nasty smells that blew away on the wind. When the last demon was gone, my replica bowed to me and faded into mist. And that is how I lost my first life.”

There is a respectful silence. Then the black cat, who has emerged from behind the witch’s skirts, raises her paw again.

“What?” says Maurice, trying to control his temper.

“How many lives do you have left?” asks the black cat.

Maurice swells until he thinks he will burst. The witch suddenly finds tasks for all of them to do. Butterscotch takes the little black cat into the corner for a good talking-to.

Maurice crawls into his nest between the roof and the ceiling—a space he has made cozy with blankets and toys—and broods.

He has, of course, only one life left. One last, splendid battle, and it will be curtains for Magnificent Maurice.

● ● ●

Time passes. A god arrives, determined to pluck a rare fruit from the tree. Maurice sends him on his way without too much trouble. The fruit will be a new galaxy one day, but do gods care about such things? No, they do not. In this respect, they are no different from demons.

To his annoyance, Maurice now knows the names of all the cats that infest his cottage. The little ball of white fur is Snowflake, and he has the sharpest teeth Maurice has seen in any cat, except himself. The overly curious black cat is Midnight, and she could argue a sphinx to death. Trumpet, Paws, and Destiny are the remaining three. Trumpet has a powerful yowl, Paws can cause tree-quakes, and Destiny can knit almost as well as the witch.

Butterscotch makes them take turns visiting him on the roof, bearing tiny morsels of fish or chicken, begging for stories of his battles. Mostly, he scarfs the treats and snarls at them until they leave. But sometimes—rarely—he will give them what they ask for, and tell a story. They gather round and listen, quiet as mice, until he is done. They do not ask questions, although Midnight has to hold one paw down with another to stop herself.

The witch is relieved. It is time, she thinks, for Maurice to retire. But she will never say so herself.

It is, perhaps, not too long before the witch herself must retire. This she will not allow herself to think, for caretaker witches are even rarer than star kittens. Until a new one comes along, she must continue, though her bones turn to dust within her skin.

● ● ●

Another leaf falls. Far away, a world inhabited by machines is swallowed by its star. The machines predicted this catastrophic event and could have left their solar system had they wished to. But there appeared to be no point. The people who made them were long gone, and it seems a fitting end to a once-great civilization.

They leave their story encoded in a quantum riddle, beamed out in the pulses of their dying planet.

It will be thousands of years before it reaches another inhabited world, and when it does, the tree-dwelling primates who are the sole form of semi-intelligent life there will be quite oblivious of it.

● ● ●

Maurice patrols the tree every day. The more hints the witch drops his way, the more grumpy and stubborn he becomes. No, he does not need to rest. No, he does not need company. No, his muscles do not ache. Not even a little bit. He can climb just as well as a kitten, thankyouverymuch.

This is a lie. Maurice groans softly when he is high enough up the tree that even Butterscotch, the cat with the sharpest ears, cannot hear him.

He will not accede to any of the witch’s requests. It’s a slippery slope to retirement, and Maurice has no intention of retiring. He will die on the job, as Magnificent as ever. The witch had best accept this. He loves her, in his own gruff way, but she’s not the boss of him. Maurice stamps on a branch and yowls defiance at the distant heavens. The branch shakes beneath him, and he leaps prudently down to another.

But this branch quivers as well, and he realizes, belatedly, that he is not alone. He puffs up his fur, looks fierce, and peers down the tree.

A helmeted human is climbing up, harnessed to a rope slung over a branch that is scarcely a few metres below Maurice.

Maurice is stunned and ashamed. How has the human climbed so high without him noticing? Most of all, Maurice is outraged. Humans are the most troublesome of all living creatures, and that is saying something. Monsters almost always follow in their wake. He leaps down to the branch over which the rope is slung and slashes it with one swipe of his claws.

The rope falls. The human utters a small scream and tumbles.

Maurice settles down to wash his paws with righteous self-satisfaction, waiting for the small, sad splat the human’s body will make when it hits the metaphorical ground.

It does not come. Instead, there is the sound of rope whipping through air. Maurice observes, to his chagrin, that the human has been saved by one of the innumerable branches that adorn the tree. She has thrown a rope over the next branch and is adjusting her harness. Even from this distance, he can sense her determination.

Maurice grins. This will be fun. He will keep slashing the rope, and the human will keep falling. Eventually, the human will hit the ground, and her atoms will disperse into the universe from whence they came.

He leaps down and raises his paw to slash the rope again.

Pow! Maurice blinks and coughs. Something heavy and sharp falls on him. When the smoke clears, he sees that he is trapped under a metallic net. He tries to move, and the net tightens, digging through his fur into his skin. He can sense the spells on it, designed to blunt his teeth and claws.

“I thought I might meet someone like you,” says the human, tucking a cylindrical tube back into her belt. “I came prepared.”

She hauls herself up with dismaying speed and squats on the branch opposite the fuming Maurice. She smells of sweat and honey, of fear and desperation. She has black hair and brown skin, and eyes that have looked into the abyss before jumping in. For some reason, she reminds Maurice of his witch.

“My name is Uhura,” she says. “I mean no harm. I want just one flower. My beloved lies at the door of death, and this is the only thing that can save her.”

Maurice has heard some version of this story countless times over his long and illustrious career. The flowers of immortality are the oldest myth in all the inhabited worlds. If he could, he’d stamp out every dark and tempting tale there is about them. Then perhaps foolish lovers would stop risking the fabric of spacetime to come here.

“Not yours to take,” he growls. “The flowers belong to the tree. And you can see there aren’t any today.”

The leaves flutter, revealing the tiny flowers hidden beneath them.

Why, Tree? thinks Maurice dismally. I’m trying to protect you.

Uhura gasps. “There are so many! And all I need is one.”

“Each one is a baby star,” Maurice tells her. “To save one human, you would destroy an entire star?”

She presses her lips together. “I would. And you cannot stop me.” Her hands reach for the nearest cluster of leaves, and they part obligingly to uncover the flower in their midst.

Why is the tree helping her? Maurice does not know, and so he does what he has never done before: he uses his fifth weapon. He cleaves spacetime to see the best possible action to achieve maximum glory with minimum effort. It’s a dangerous thing to do; after all, spacetime, once divided, gets ideas of its own. But this is an Emergency, and he only has one life left.

Choice one: He sacrifices his last life, bursts magnificently out of this shameful cage, and claws the human’s face so she topples from the tree. She dies, he dies, Butterscotch takes over his job, and they sing of his brave deeds every night for a year.

One. Single. Miserable. Year. That’s all? Why, Maurice still sings of Grimalkin in his more solitary moments! No, no, this will not do.

Choice two: He lets her take the flower. This is not without precedent. She does not want it for herself, and it will not harm her. But as for her beloved, immortality will ruin her forever. And forever is a long, long time. Centuries after Uhura is dead, her beloved will haunt the Earth, becoming less and less human, more and more like a demon, until she returns to the tree to take revenge on the universe. Okay, not an option at all.

Choice three: Distract her with a game and call for help. This goes against everything a cat stands for, but so far it is the best choice. All he has to do is stall her with a few riddles. Seekers after the flower of immortality love riddles. They seem to think that if they answer correctly, they will somehow deserve the flower and avoid any negative karma from killing an entire star. Maurice can easily summon Butterscotch with a single howl that will also temporarily deafen Uhura. Butterscotch will dispatch the interloper, and the witch will know how to remove the net. An ignominious outcome for him, but also the only one in which he gets to (a) live and (b) save a baby star.

Maurice goes with the fourth choice—the one whose path is too uncertain to see. He draws the seams of spacetime together and purrs, in his most seductive tone, “How would you like a job?”

Her hand stops. She looks at him with a frown knitting her dark, heavy brows. “Are you trying to trick me, Cat?”

“My name is Maurice,” he tells her, “and I have defended this tree for more years than you have hairs on your head. But my witch is growing old. She needs an apprentice. Someone young and strong and clever, who can learn her ways before it is too late.”

She tilts her head, surprised. “But I must return to my beloved,” she says. “I must save her life.”

“Listen to me,” says Maurice, his words dripping with sincerity. This, too, is a weapon—of a kind. “Immortality is a curse. She will never forgive you for it. It will drive her mad. Many years after you are gone, her sanity will crumble like the shore before a raging sea. Is this what you wish?”

“I cannot let her die.” A tiny wobble of uncertainty enters Uhura’s voice. She is young, perhaps no more than seventeen years. All the more impressive, how far she’s come.

“Of course you cannot,” says Maurice warmly. “She should have a chance to recover and live a normal life span. My witch can help you. She knows many secret healing potions. Trust me, you need medicine. Not the flower of immortality.”

Uhura withdraws her hand from the cluster of leaves and leans against the trunk, exhaustion and suspicion warring on her face. “I do not trust you, Cat. We are on opposite sides, you and I.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way.” Maurice is about to say more, when a branch beneath them quivers, rustling the leaves. He tries to look down without moving his limbs. “What followed you from your world?”

“Nothing. I came alone.” Uhura leans over and chokes out, “Oh no.”

“What? What is it?” Maurice stamps a paw in impatience, and the net tightens. Sharp metal digs into his throat, nearly throttling him.

A noxious smell creeps into the air, and a pale, rotting hand grasps the branch they are standing on. The wood creaks in alarm. Uhura jerks back, looking as horrified as Maurice feels.

The intruder raises the rest of its ghastly self up: a black-suited human corpse with flesh peeling away from its face, blank white eyes, and gaping holes for nose and mouth.

“Free me,” yells Maurice. “Quick!”

Uhura throws herself forward and flicks a switch. The net springs away from Maurice and back into the tube, taking a clump of his fur with it. She points it at the corpse and fires. The net lands on the creature, trapping it. It topples off the branch, limbs flailing.

“Good job,” says Maurice, recovering his voice.

Another decaying hand grasps the branch. Maurice doesn’t wait to see who it belongs to. He leaps forward and slashes the hand to ribbons. The corpse falls, its dark mouth open in a permanent grin.

Four pairs of hands clutch the branch.

“Why are there so many?” shouts Uhura, backing away. She raises her metal tube and whacks the head of the nearest corpse.

“Vampire corpse-animation,” snaps Maurice. “Something unique to your world. Thanks a lot for bringing them here.”

“I didn’t!”

“You did. You opened a gateway, and they followed you through it.” Maurice extends his claws and attacks the corpses trying to climb past him. If even one of them manages to pop a flower into its gaping mouth, the entire lot will come to vindictive vampiric life. They will sink their fangs into the tree and suck the sap of the universe into their bottomless souls.

He glances over the edge of the branch. An army of the climbing dead is making its zombie-like way up the tree. Even if Maurice gives up his last life, he won’t be able to ensure the safety of the tree he is sworn to protect. He has already used the fifth weapon once. There is only one thing left to do. Maurice takes a deep breath and pushes aside his pride.

“Butterscotch!” he screams. “Help!”

Cats streak up the tree trunk as if they have been waiting for his signal. Butterscotch takes the lead, a snarling mass of teeth and fur, chomping corpses and tossing them away like confetti. Close behind her are Snowflake, Trumpet, and Paws. She meows a quick order, and Paws slams his body into the trunk.

The tree shakes like a leaf in the wind. It is all Maurice and Uhura can do to cling on. Corpses drop like flies. When the shaking stops, Snowflake and Trumpet take over, picking off the remaining corpses with a speed and ferocity that bely their age and size.

“Your team is pretty impressive,” says Uhura, thwacking another corpse over the head before kicking it away. “You must be proud of them.”

Looking down at them, Maurice realizes, to his astonishment, that he is.

● ● ●

When the last corpse has been dispatched, Maurice escorts Uhura down the tree. Butterscotch goes ahead to warn the witch of their surprise visitor. Snowflake, Trumpet, and Paws remain to patrol the tree.

They climb down slowly, Uhura because she is tired, and Maurice because his limbs are cramped and achy, but he pretends he is matching her pace out of consideration.

“If I should return one day,” says Uhura, “there will be a job waiting for me?”

“Do not be too long,” warns Maurice. “If you are going to return, then do so while you are still young, still strong. Witchery is hard business.”

“But important,” she says.

“The most important job in the universe,” he assures her. “Just make sure nothing follows you next time. Learn how to close a gate before opening another one.”

Inside the cottage, the witch has taken the shape of a little old human woman, clad in faded black robes and a pointy hat. She greets Uhura as if visitors show up every week, not once in a hundred years. Uhura introduces herself and explains her problem while Destiny makes tea and Midnight asks intelligent questions.

Maurice crawls up to the sunny roof to doze. He has done his job, with the help of Team Butterscotch. The rest is up to the witch and up to Uhura. She will make a fine apprentice some day. If she returns. If the witch can hang on that long.

“Maurice?” says Butterscotch. “Sardines?”

Maurice jerks awake with a scowl. Butterscotch stands with one paw on the roof and one paw holding up a bowl of his favorite treat.

“Don’t mind if I do,” he mutters, suppressing a yawn.

She pushes the bowl toward him and leaps delicately up on the roof. “You know, I was thinking,” she begins, but we do not hear what she is thinking, for Maurice is not ready to hear it.

He raises himself to his full height and puffs up his fur, wheezing with effort. “Be silent, prideful one, and begone from my roof,” he thunders.

“Seriously, Maurice?” Butterscotch rolls her eyes, but she leaves him in peace. He settles back on the sun-warmed tiles, reaching for the sardines.

One day—quite soon—Butterscotch will take his place.

But not yet. Oh, not yet.
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Fog and Pearls at the King’s Cross Junction
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Ma was never the same after the war, even though my dad came back to us whole and, in the main, cheerful. Her rage sank into the walls of our little house, and I thought there was no escape from it until the day I got the letter on good cream paper from Mr Arnold Rodderick.

One time, in a rare moment of honesty between us, Ma told me she had taken against all those who made money at the expense of the troops, not just on the German side but on the English too. It seemed to me that she hated everybody, particularly me, but maybe she just couldn’t stop herself from being angry. Dad was a tonic after her worst outbursts. She’d say the world was ruined and I’d never be able to make anything good out of myself, and then he’d take me to one said and whisper: don’t you listen, Connie, you’ve got something special inside of you. We all do. 

I’ve not seen Ma or Dad since I sneaked out and took the train to London, so many years ago, but my dad’s words have stuck with me and kept me good company. He wasn’t right, of course. Not all of us have something special inside. But a few, a very few, do.

● ● ●

I stood on the emptying platform and looked around at the blackened walls of the station. The ground was filthy, as were the small booths selling sweets and papers, and there was a warm summer wind sweeping right along the tracks and bringing a bad smell with it, probably from the building works left all around by the Blitz’s bombs. 

The smell of the city, I thought, and felt unladylike and hot in my thinning fur coat with the worn lining. I should say Ma’s coat; I pinched it from the back of her wardrobe, hoping to look a little more like a lady. She had been saving it for best since before the war, and I knew that her best was behind her so it only seemed right to make it my own. But suddenly I saw myself as if from a distance, small and alone, and looking like a little girl dressed up for a party that wasn’t going to take place.

I took Mr Rodderick’s letter from the inside pocket and read it through once more, as if that would change the words written there, or uncover some secret meaning that I had not found on the hundred readings beforehand:

I shall meet you directly on the platform if you take the 5.32, which will arrive at 8.48 by the clock tower, and from there escort you to your new lodgings at the lighthouse. I have much need of an assistant and your recommendation came warmly from the good doctor. 

He sounded like an older man: trustworthy, and correct and proper in his manners. Maybe he was late for a good reason. But I couldn’t hang around on the platform all night; I already had the feeling I’d attracted the attention of the man in the nearest booth, who was leaning on his newspapers with his head cocked to one side, his lips pursed, as if I was a bird to be tempted over by simply whistling.

“Oi,” he called, “You got someone meeting you? It’s not a good place to be a little girl alone.”

I said, “Yes, someone will be here shortly, thank you very much,” in my best voice that I’d learned off the radio.

“You can wait by my stand if you like,” he said, with a leer. 

I set off smartly, walking fast, carrying my suitcase and keeping my nose in the air like I meant business. It did the trick and got me through the station, easily enough, until I stood outside with my eyes on the busy street, the buses and the taxis, and the men and women walking by as if they all had their own places to go.

Where was my place? I couldn’t go home. There was no doubt in my mind of that. But the money I’d saved from my job answering the telephone and filing at the doctor’s surgery wouldn’t be enough to pay for a hotel for long. And, besides, how was I to find Mr Rodderick in this big city of smoke and alleyways? It’s not like I could ask a passerby, sounding like a small town girl: Pardon me, do you know anyone by the name of . . . ?

“Rodderick.”

I looked behind me, quick as a flash, and there stood a young man, startlingly young, barely older than myself, I’d guess.

“I beg your pardon?” I said, with my best voice firmly in place.

“I’m Rodderick. You’re Miss Prisman. The famed right hand of Doctor Browning, who kept everything in order up in Staffordshire. Except you’ve shown a disordered lack of timekeeping tonight, haven’t you? I said meet me at seven.”

“I think you’ll find your letter said you’d meet me at 8.48 on the platform,” I said. I had formed a plan to call him sir from the off, to get us on the right footing and keep things professional, but his sharp tone and his uncombed hair took me by surprise. He was not at all what I’d expected. “I can show you if you’d like.”

“It’s not important,” he said. “Have you eaten? I’ve made a stew. Give me your case.” He grabbed for it, and I held on fast, resulting in a tug of war for a moment before he gave up and started walking away from me at speed. I followed. I wish I could say it had been a thought-out decision on my part to go along, but it was only on instinct. I caught him up at the edge of the road, just upon the junction. The traffic was never-ending, with the fumes of their exhausts filling the air around us, making a thick cloud of smoke. I thought I’d never get used to breathing it in.

“Is it far to the lighthouse?” I shouted, over the noise of their engines. I had been expecting to board a different train, and travel onwards to the coast somewhere. I’d had visions of a lonely spot, on southern cliffs, maybe with a view of France. I’d always fancied living by the sea.

“What? It’s here.”

“Here?”

“Look up,” he said. “Not that way. That way.” He pointed, and I followed the line of his finger to see tall buildings, terraced houses, on the other side of the road. They looked grimy and crowded, nearly lost to view in their greys that blended into the smoke and the sky, but on the corner of the junction itself there stood a structure separate, with a rounded front and three rows of dark windows set into the curve. And rising over the uppermost windows there was a tower, smooth and tall, with a jutting rail—perhaps a balcony—halfway up. Above that, one large round window, and the structure was topped with a thin cross, no more than two faint lines against the dusk that I squinted to see.

“My lighthouse,” said Mr Rodderick, and then the blast of a horn from a car passing close by made me jump out of my skin, and he ran across the busy road as if immune to such concerns, so I gulped, took my life in my hands, and followed suit.

● ● ●

The stew was warm and salty, with fat lumps of fish. He slurped as he ate, sitting across the table from me, and I’m ashamed to say I slurped too, being too hungry and tired to stand on ceremony. He was very pale, and there was something about the way he held his neck and shoulders that reminded me of older patients at the surgery, sore from years of certain types of work—which reminded me, I knew very little about Mr Rodderick’s own work apart from what he’d mentioned in his letter:

I am involved in a type of research that is both my passion and my full-time occupation, and it requires meticulous attention to detail and unflagging energy at every time of day and night. An assistant with similar personal qualities and a desire to learn about my complex field would be a boon.

I had taken that as an explanation but now I realised it contained very little information, so I finished my stew and said, ‘What exactly is it that you study?’ The idea of calling him sir at this point was ridiculous. The opportunity for that had well and truly gone, I reckoned. 

“Did you know that I used a dozen oysters in the preparation of this dish? Well, of course, you couldn’t know. That’s why I’m telling you. Have you eaten oysters before? They’re fresh from the Thames this morning.”

“I haven’t,” I said. That explained the rubbery texture. I put down my spoon and looked around the kitchen for clues. His apparent devotion to order was not on show, at least, not in that room. It was a mess of pots and pans, and I saw the shucked shells of the oysters by the sink, amongst carrot and potato peelings and the head of a large onion, and a familiar black bottle of stout—my dad’s favourite. Well, I was there to work and there was no time like the present. I got up and starting moving the used pots to the sink. “Is there hot water?” I asked.

“I’m telling you about my work!”

“I can clean at the same time,” I told him, “and I thought you were talking about oysters.”

“I was,” he said, “I was.” 

He cleared his throat, and spoke on while I ran some water and scrubbed the pots. “Oysters. They have a marvellous defence mechanism. When a tiny piece of grit or a parasite slips into their shell they begin to coat it in a substance called nacre. Nacre slowly takes the painful and makes it bearable. More than that, nacre makes it beautiful. It creates a thing of perfection. Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you, Miss Prisman?”

His tone grated on me, I’ll admit. I replied, letting my smart mouth get the better of me, ‘You’re telling me that you’ve let me, an irritation, into your shell. But you’ll wear me down and change me over time into the perfect assistant.”

To my surprise, he laughed out loud. “No no no! Not at all! What an imagination you have. I’m telling you that I collect and categorise pearls.”

What a surprising and strange man he was, right from the beginning of our long relationship.

● ● ●

We walked down and down a circular staircase, until it felt as if we were far below street level. I could hear the rumble of the traffic, loud, somehow sounding both above and around me. I swallowed hard and watched Rodderick’s back, straight and slim in his white shirt, as he led the way along a grey, undecorated corridor to the first of two heavy oak doors set opposite each other. He opened the one on his left and held it for me. 

Inside was a large room lined with cabinet after cabinet, not unlike the ones used in the Doctor’s surgery, and a glass-topped table in the middle. It was only when I got close that I realised it was not a table but a display case, and inside were gleaming, creamy, shining balls. Pearls. 

“The jewels of my collection,” said Rodderick. 

They were the best, most beautiful, most contained and perfect and special creations I’d ever seen. 

My mother had a string of pearls that she brought out on special occasions, wearing them with a bright shade of lipstick and a strange, craning way with her head, but those were drab grey drops compared to the wonders in this case. And they were not all white, or even all the same size. They changed from bright gold to shiny silver, jet black to cloud white, sky blue to coral pink, and in sizes from barely more than a pinhead to bigger than a golf ball. The most beautiful of them all, to me, was a set of eight, lined up at the bottom of the case, as bright as my eyes could bear, and as red as blood.

There was a fortune laid out before me, I could tell that in a moment, but this was not the thought that mattered the most to me. What mattered was the specialness of the pearls. Is that even a word? Ma would no doubt tell me off for using it, but they were special, beyond precious, better than money or babies or anything that I was meant to want. I would have picked them up and cradled them if there hadn’t been glass between us.

“You like them,” said Rodderick. It wasn’t a question. “That’s a good start, since you’ll be working with them. I buy and sell.” Before I could stop myself, I put my hand to the glass. “Not those ones. Others. In these cabinets. It’s been my family’s trade for the longest time, but the records have become . . . disordered and there are new requests coming in daily, and contacts to curate. Can you do that?”

“I can do that,” I said. “Yes, I can manage that for you, Mr Rodderick, I’m certain of it.”

He smiled, and rested his elbow against the nearest cabinet. This was his room, his home. He knew it and possessed it. I felt a sudden jealousy of what his family connections had given him, when all I had from mine was one ratty old fur coat that I’d near as stolen. “Excellent! If you get that done smartly I have other tasks you can help me with.”

“I’m very efficient,” I told him. I wanted him to see me clearly, as an employee, yes, but also as a person capable of the tasks put in front of her. It was occurring to me that this was going to be a much better job than the kind I was used to. The rules were changing. What rules, exactly, I couldn’t say. The lines that had held me in place all this time. “I’d love to learn this business, and be of proper help.”

His smile faded away, leaving him with a thoughtful expression that I liked. “Yes, maybe you’ll do,” he said. “But the records first. Then we’ll see.”

“Records first,” I said, and rolled up my sleeves, moving to the cabinet he leaned against. “Excuse me. I’ll get started.” 

He laughed, and said, “I didn’t mean tonight!” But he stepped back out of the way and watched me unpack the envelopes and correspondences that had been thrown in with no attempt at order at all. He did need my help, and I was determined to give it, and earn my keep, and earn more besides that, including his trust.

There had hardly been anything I could call an opportunity in my life. I wasn’t going to let a one go when it came along.

● ● ●

I’ve always been a quick learner. Quicker than most.

I learned about the grading system, and the types of pearl. I learned about the classic and abundant saltwater examples from the akoya oyster, and how the value of the Golden South Sea Pearl depended upon the depth of its colour more than its size. The names conjured up images of sandy islands and blue seas, but as the months passed and the season turned from summer to autumn, and then on to winter, it grew colder and colder in the basement room where I worked, and my visions of warmer climes couldn’t keep the icy chill at bay.

I shivered, and took to wearing Ma’s old coat down there, and then nearly all the time. I wore it even when I slept. November was bitter. The dire cold slipped under the sheets and blankets to wake me up. My room, a plain little box room on the second floor—I wasn’t allowed any further up in the building than that—overlooked the King’s Cross junction, and I’d go to the window and look at the thick ice on the sill, and then beyond to the street and the station, the clock tower and the kiosks, still and dead in the night. When the trains stopped running and the street was empty, the silence was rich. I liked the view at those times, when it was bare of buses and cars, and even of the poor beggars who got moved on by the Bobbies over and over again. I found myself expecting something to happen. I don’t know what. It was as if the world held its breath, and it couldn’t last, it couldn’t last, this bleak peace of the night.

Then the dawn would come and I’d get up and go down to the basement to work on the pearls again. Roddy would bring me down a cup of tea and a piece of toast with jam when he woke. He cooked our meals, and I cleaned the dishes, and did a little bit of housework besides. We were like an old married couple. By that I don’t mean that anything romantic happened between us. It never did, and that was fine by me. We had an easy familiarity, as if we’d known each other for years. I think we were like two peas in a pod, in some ways. We could both be very practical people when the need arose, although I didn’t know how practical he could be until December came around in that first year together.

● ● ●

“Yes, but what is the lighthouse bit for?” I asked him, for what must have been the hundredth time. We were in the kitchen, finishing up yet another meal of oyster stew. He liked opening those Thames oysters, fresh from the fishermen, but he never did find a London pearl within one. 

“Did you reply to that letter from Mikimoto?” he said, avoiding my question, but I knew him well enough by then not to simply give up on my own train of thought to pander to his.

“Was it added on to the building by your family because oysters come from the sea? Is that the reason why they put it on the top?”

“Not all oysters come from the sea, Connie,” he said, disapprovingly. “You know that.”

He’d answered one of my questions, in a way. It was a small victory, but a victory just the same. “So it’s not to do with the pearls? And what about the rooms on the third floor? Are they to do with the pearls, or the lighthouse?”

He put down his spoon and said, “You’re wearing gloves. In the house.”

I’d bought them on a Saturday morning when I’d taken a little time off to get in some shopping, using a few pence from the money he left next to the sink every now and again since he never felt the need to pay me directly. “I like the colour,” I said.

“And your coat.” Had he really not noticed that I’d barely taken it off? “Is it cold out? I don’t feel the cold.”

“It’s nearly December.”

“Is it?” he said, as if this was a revelation. “It is. Well then. Well. I’ll light the furnace. It blows hot air all over the house through a vent system, you see. My grandfather came up with it. You’ve been here for nearly half a year. Maybe it’s time, after all, what with the change in the weather. Yes, all right, listen. I’ll bet a fog is coming. A pea souper. Like nothing you’ve seen.”

The Big Smoke was famous for its fogs, and I’d seen them settle over the junction and the bulk of King’s Cross more than once. But Roddy shook his head when I told him I’d seen the fog for myself; he told me that it could get much worse, settling thick and brown on the city, choking anyone who breathed it in, burning the back of the throat, even the skin, and sliding under doors and window sashes to lurk in houses. “They always come after the coldest weather, once the streets start to warm a little. And that’s when the next part of our job comes into effect. Can you obey my instructions when the time is upon us? Can you do that?” he said, reminding me of the first time he’d asked me that question. 

I answered clearly and loudly, without a moment of doubt for what I was agreeing to, “Yes I can, Roddy. I promise you, I can. And I’ll be ready.”

God forgive me, I didn’t even ask him what I’d need to be ready for.

● ● ●

The smog came on the first Friday in December.

It was exactly as Roddy had described it. Thick and brown, stinking and sly, creeping over the streets. It arrived in the early morning, just after the cold of dawn had lifted, and turned day to night, and night into a thick and choking blanket. Whistles blew regularly from the station—the workmen trying to find each other on the tracks—and then they stopped, along with the buses and trains, and there was no sound at all. London was silent and suffering.

I went to work as usual; the smog could not penetrate to the basement. When Roddy brought down my breakfast I said, “Well, you were right on the button. Here it is.”

“I told you! It’ll get worse yet,” he said, and, “We’ll start tonight. Yes. Tonight.”

I don’t remember much else of that day. The night, I remember as if it were yesterday.

He took me up to the third floor.

There was only one door leading on from the corridor, made of a smooth shiny metal, and it opened on to a large room with deep red carpeting on the floor and walls, and brass lamps throwing a dim orange light. Paintings of flowers had been hung above a row of ten small beds, lined up against one long wall. A little wooden blanket box sat at the foot of each of them, and red curtains had been put up as dividers. It was a luxurious room, but not a pleasant one. I felt straight away that I wouldn’t have liked to stay in it myself for very long. 

“People will be coming,” he said, “and you must bring them in here.”

“I can do that,” I told him.

And so up again, up the stairs to the part of the house I’d wanted to see for months.

The lighthouse. 

It was very dark up there, and barely big enough for both of us to stand in. At the centre was a device unlike any I’d seen before. It was made of metal, I think, but it was white and tall, flat with its face turned away from us. I walked around it, feeling none the wiser. Spikes poked out from the face, silver ones, and thick black wires ran down the side. I didn’t dare touch it. 

Then I looked through the curved glass windows, and I could only see the brown smog, pressing close. It looked like mud, heavy, its weight threatening to break the panes. It was difficult to believe that the railway station, and the whole of London, lay beyond this; we could have been deep underground, separated from anything or anyplace human. 

“And now,” Roddy said, “the switch.”

He knelt at the base of the device and opened a small panel. The shadow of his hand made it impossible to see what was inside, but I guessed he pressed something because suddenly there was light. It flashed from the spikes, blinding me for a moment, and then stopped. On, and then off. And here’s the strange thing. Those flashes cut right through the smog. It was as if the pea souper shrank back from the light’s path, afraid of its power.

Roddy laughed. “Quite something, isn’t it? My grandfather made it. He built the whole thing. He called the light a form of electroluminescence.”

“But how can it—?”

He shushed me, and we stood together in silence. My eyes began to grow accustomed to the flashes. They weren’t so very bright to stand next to, after all, but they did a grand job against the smog just the same. I could imagine someone out there, lost and alone, barely able to breathe the acrid air, looking up and finding those pinpricks of light. It would seem like a sign from the heavens to them.

A bell clattered. The sound was loud in the lighthouse, echoing up the staircase.

“The door, Connie!” he said, “The front door! Quick!”

He took the stairs two at a time. I didn’t dare to follow so quickly, and by the time I reached the front door he had flung it open and a man stood in the hall, gasping, while Roddy patted his back. I understood then what the lighthouse did; it led people straight to us.

“Close it close it,” Roddy said. He was in a state of high excitement, fussing over the man. “He can’t breathe. Help me get him upstairs.”

“Upstairs?” I said, stupidly.

“The room I showed you,” he said, and I remembered the room of beds, laid out and waiting to be occupied, so I put my arm around the poor man and led him to a place where he could rest.

It took some real effort on both our parts to get him to the second floor. He leaned against the wall, making a terrible whistling sound in his throat, as I swung back the metal door. He didn’t even look around the room but sank down on to the nearest bed and closed his eyes.

“You need some good clean air,” said Roddy to him, slowly, deliberately, and the man nodded. He was old, with only wisps of hair left around his head and deep wrinkles on his eyes and mouth. His clothes were grimy, and I guessed he was one of the train workers, caught out on his way home from working on the lines. How pliant he was. Perhaps it was Roddy’s voice that did it—so clear, so well-spoken—for when he reached under the bed and produced a silver canister attached to a gas mask the man allowed it to be strapped over his face without any fight at all, even though it must have reminded him of the worst of the war.

Roddy turned the valve at the top of the canister and said, “Breathe deeply now. It’ll make you feel better.”

The man did as he was told, and the air did him some real good, for his body relaxed and sank down on to the bed as if all he really needed was a long, deep sleep.

“You use the money from the pearl trade to do good, to help souls in need,” I whispered, as Roddy removed the mask and slid the canister back under the bed. “That’s your family tradition.”

He smiled at me. “Connie, you really are ridiculous,” he said, in a perfectly normal tone of voice. The man didn’t even crack open an eye. That’s when I realised he wasn’t sleeping at all. “Now, come on, we’ve got to work quickly.”

“Doing what?” I asked.

“Come on,” he said. “Scrub up.”

● ● ●

It all happened too quickly for me to really think of anything except my surprise, and that I didn’t want to let Roddy down. It seems strange to say for a child who lived through the war, but I’d barely seen the sight of blood before, except for one time when my dad banged his head on the corner of the mantelpiece while straightening up after starting a fire, and I’d cleaned that and wrapped a tea towel around it while Ma shrieked about head injuries and the like. I kept her firmly in mind while Roddy opened up the man’s mouth and lowered in his scalpel. I was determined not to wail and scream, and I’m proud to say I didn’t. I watched the whole thing from beginning to end, and even passed Roddy the needle and thread when he asked for it.

But the sewing up was not the exciting part, of course. The best bit was when he said, behind his little white mask, “I can’t quite believe this,” and used a long pair of tongs to reach far into the throat and produce a small red ball that he dropped into the palms of my hands. 

I rolled it between my fingers. The colour didn’t come from the blood in which it was coated. It truly was red, as bright and as brilliant a red as I’d ever seen. Just like the ones in the cabinet down in the basement. 

“That’s astonishing, you know,” he said. “We’ve only found eight of these before. Eight, out of all the years and three generations of my family. It’s you, Connie. Your presence has changed everything. There’s something special to you.”

What else could I do at those words, so like the ones my dear old dad told me? I had found my purpose. I looked up at Roddy, and I beamed.

● ● ●

Twenty-three more people were rescued by the lighthouse in what became known as the Great Smog of London. Each one was brought to the door by those funny blinking lights, coughing and spluttering in the smog. I helped every one into the room and gave them the gas. They trusted me easily enough. Then Roddy would open up their mouths.

We found no more pearls, though, not over the four nights that followed, or even for the next three years. But we kept looking, and I came to see the inconvenience the people suffered—all they knew was a sore throat, with the stitches kept so neat and small that they could not have been spotted, and the fog could be blamed for that—as a form of payment. The smog killed if a person was out in it for too long. Well, we had brought them inside and given them a bed for the night. What did they care if we hunted for treasure while they slept?

Only twice did someone die while under the gas, and Roddy was beside himself both times. ‘There’s a saying: a good pearl-hunter never kills the oyster,’ he said, and I consoled him as best as I could. We burned the poor men in the furnace, and said a prayer, and even sang a hymn. I’ve never forgotten their faces.

It turned out that there were lots of interesting rooms down in basement. My favourite was his grandfather’s laboratory. Its dank brick walls contained a trove of strange instruments from experiments he had conducted. Roddy didn’t care for the room, and left it entirely to me to explore; he said he had no head for science. Only the pearls interested him, and the operation he’d been taught to perform by his father. Once the clean air bills were passed and there were no more willing subjects arriving at our door to escape the smogs, he turned his attention entirely to the pearls. I’d often find him holding the nine red ones, singing softly to them. He loved them as much as I did.

At the end, when the pain got very bad for him, he said to me, ‘Connie, dear, I don’t think we’ll see any more of their like, will we?’

“Probably not,” I said. London had become a different city by then. The lighthouse still looked down over the King’s Cross Junction but it was not so easy to spot amongst the new buildings. I got the feeling lots of passers-by overlooked us altogether. But then, there was no reason to come to the door any more; the fogs were light and easy things, blown away by the wind. Roddy and I hadn’t turned on the lamp for over thirty years.

“I’ve had enough,” he said, and he made oyster stew one last time, with horrible oysters bought at the supermarket, of all places, and we ate a meal together before we went up to the red room. He chose the bed by the door, and I strapped the mask to his face, and held his hand for a long time.

After that, I opened his mouth and cut his tonsils open. I expected to find one last pearl, but there was nothing. I could have sworn there was something special inside him. Perhaps I was wrong.

I asked Roddy once, “Did the pearls come first, or the fog?”

He didn’t know the answer, of course, although I thought his grandfather might have told him something. I reckon he forgot whatever reasons were given to him. He never was good at keeping things in mind, or in order. I loved him dearly, though, as my very good friend and the provider of my livelihood.

I read a little about the subject, and came up with my own theory, after Roddy had gone. He had told me once that pearls are formed by the oyster’s own body, coating an annoyance—a piece of grit, or a parasite—in nacre. Over time, the layers of nacre form a perfect pearl. Could it be that the human body does the same when the terrible chemicals in the air enter the system? Are human pearls only as old as human smoke and fog?

I don’t have an answer to that.

I keep my eyes on the pearl trade, and I still have my contacts. Just last week a red pearl came on to the market. People are calling it a fake, but I’m aiming to buy and examine it for myself, and perhaps add it to the collection. It comes from the city of Linfen, in China, which I read is one of the most polluted cities in the world. Has someone else discovered the secret that Roddy’s family held so closely to their chests? If so, I wonder if the new fisherman knows that old saying that Roddy told me so long ago? A good pearl-hunter never kills his oysters.

● ● ●

But I’m getting too old for all this. Even if dear old Blighty took a turn for the worse and the thick smogs started to fall across London once more, I don’t think I could make it up the stairs to switch on the light, and I certainly couldn’t handle an unsteady visitor to my door and get them to the red room. Those days are behind me now.

I do have a daydream of turning on the device once more, and the light shining down on the Kings Cross junction so bright and true, bringing one final person to the door—not to be mined for treasure, but to take over my role and duties, and check my own body for treasure when the time comes. I’d hate to think of this place being left unoccupied, come my end. I don’t suppose that will happen. Somebody will find it empty, and ensconce themselves, and maybe turn the lighthouse into an office building, or a café for those people who think themselves rich and interesting. They might believe that they’re special inside, but little do they know just how special some lucky people can be.

My dear old dad was right about that, at least.

It occurs to me now, at the end of all this, that Ma was right too. She was right to hate the rich and the powerful. She would have hated Roddy, if she had ever met him. For he did the very thing that made her rant the loudest. He took his family money and possessions, and used them to manipulate the poor. I used to think the few pearls we found were a fair price for a bed for the night on the bleakest nights, when those unlucky enough to be left outside could not find their own way to safety. Now I know they paid dearly with a currency they didn’t even realise they possessed.

As I sit up at night in my small room and look out over the King’s Cross junction, at the street that is never empty, not even in the latest hours, I see the lights of London and wonder if those steady beams serve the same function as the lighthouse once did, calling to the lost and alone in order to rob them. I reckon that’s the reason London shines so bright. It takes from the poor, and seals their wealth in basements, never to be seen again. How else could this city have continued to grow, a little more, every day?
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Edwina was smearing bacteria on the walls of the preschool lunchroom. Bubbles snapped inside the rubbery microbial slime. Toddlers love to lick walls, and the more they came into contact with this stuff, the better. Stepping back to survey her work, she stripped off her compostable gloves and set the timer on her watch. In twenty minutes, this coat would be dry and she could apply the next layer of cultures. The San Francisco Health Department had just released an updated childhood microbiome recipe, including dozens of newly sequenced bacteria that contributed to intestinal health. Every public building for children had to buy the stuff. That’s where Edwina’s nonprofit came in. AFDC, or Aid for Facilities with Dependent Children, raised money to infect schools and day cares that couldn’t afford it.

As it set, the bacterial slime slowly became translucent. Edwina eyed it critically, looking for spots she’d missed. Her watch pinged her contacts with a chat message, and she blinked open a text window that hovered to the left of her vision.

Chester: I got tickets to the vocaloid show with TrixxieStixx! Are you in?

Edwinner: Hell yes!!!!!

Chester: Meet at DNA Lounge at 9?

Edwinner: Sure. See u there!

She blinked out, feeling the now-familiar twinge of guilt. Chester was adventurous and adorable—lovable, even—but so was the other person she was dating. Augie, the bookworm who got social anxiety in crowded places, could spend hours talking to her about the minutiae of public policy and never get bored. Chester and Augie were both smart and great in bed. She genuinely liked them, too. And it wasn’t as though Edwina had ever lied to them about what was going on. They knew about each other, had even met a few times, and neither of them seemed particularly concerned. But after almost a year of dating the two of them, Edwina was starting to feel like she had to make a choice. If she was honest with herself, she was falling in love with Chester and Augie, and that didn’t seem right. Especially not if she wanted to get married and have kids in the next decade.

Sighing, she put on a new pair of gloves, opened the next tub of bug-laced goop, and plunged her hand all the way inside. It felt like her fingers were trapped in an amorphous, unnameable embrace.

● ● ●

Four days later, Edwina met up with Daisy and Alyx for their weekly bad rosé night at whatever wine bar had the lowest rating on Eater. When she arrived, Daisy was gushing about a new product from ProTox called Eternalove.

“It’s this amazing breakthrough based on vole hormones!” Daisy enthused. “ProTox says it will turn anyone completely monogamous! Isn’t that insane? Apparently there are slutty voles and monogamous voles, and they figured out the hormone that switches monogamy on and off. So when you’re ready to get serious, you and your sweetums take Eternalove and never want to fuck anybody else again!”

“Sounds real,” Edwina snorted, rolling her eyes. “I mean, you know this is the company that said they’d genetically modified wheatgrass to cure cancer.”

Alyx smirked and raked their fingers through their long bangs to create a perfect fan over one eye. It made them look like one of those 1990s Filipino movie stars that Edwina’s aunties loved. “The placebo effect is real, man,” they said. “Scientists have measured it! Who cares if it’s a sugar pill or some vole sweat? I bet this will make some people super happy. And it’s going to make a great subplot on Natural Urges.”

Alyx and Daisy ran a startup that made video content for brands, and their biggest success was Natural Urges, a streaming series sponsored by ProTox. Mostly it was about the trashfire romantic lives of twentysomethings, who always happened to be using ProTox’s latest beauty and health gadgets. This season, Daisy played an elementary school teacher who was secretly addicted to hookup apps.

Daisy continued. “Yeah, we’re going to have my character dose her new boyfriend with it, but then he falls in love with this other guy and it’s going to be really hot.” She rubbed her hands together gleefully.

“Well, that does sound pretty cute,” Edwina admitted. “I’m glad ProTox is still supporting queer stories. I guess that means the show can’t officially air in North Carolina anymore.”

Alyx and Daisy shot each other pained looks. Alyx fiddled with their glass and sighed. “ProTox might ask us to make a special hetero-only version for North Carolina markets,” they said. “We’re not sure. I mean, people there could use a streaming proxy to watch the original version. But ProTox thinks that more states will pass Family First laws, and we’ll need alternate content for them.”

The three of them got into a heated conversation about the Family First legislation in North Carolina, the first state in the United States to ban homosexual and transgender content. There were a ton of protests, and some hollow threats from streaming companies like Disney that didn’t want to deal with the nightmare of figuring out what to block and how. But in the end, the law had passed. Now Disney was scrambling to perfect its geolocation algorithm so that nobody in North Carolina would be exposed to gay wedding videos or transgender superheroes or whatever else they decided was dangerous.

“I can’t wait for Disney’s ‘whites only’ channel,” Alyx muttered, draining their glass.

“Ugh. I honestly wouldn’t be surprised.” Daisy lowered her eyes to look at her hands, pale pink next to the brown of Alyx’s arms resting on the table.

It reminded Edwina of how she’d met Alyx back in high school. Alyx’s family had just moved up to Stockton from Manila, and they were the first person at school to use nonbinary pronouns. Edwina thought it was badass, and kept looking for ways to catch Alyx’s attention. Finally she overheard them telling a classmate that they missed banana ketchup, so she filled a little bottle with the sweet, vinegary glop from her mom’s secret stash and brought it to lunch.

“I really hate this stuff,” Alyx said, making a face. “It’s just something I tell white people about when they ask me about the Philippines.”

“That’s a really random troll,” Edwina said. “I don’t get it.”

Alyx cocked their head at Edwina, meeting her eyes for the first time. “People don’t really want to know what it’s like in other countries. All they care about are weird brands that aren’t available here.”

Edwina thought about the comment and realized it was true. The main thing her white friends knew about Filipino culture came from watching off-brand Filipino superhero shows on YouTube. But it was the “knockoff Captain Marvel” part that sucked them in, not the Filipino part.

Even back then, Alyx had a lot of thoughts about branding and social justice. Edwina vowed at that moment to be their partner in crime forever, and so far her plan was working out. She’d met Daisy much later, at a crappy job after college, but had the same feeling about her.

Looking at her two dejected friends, Edwina decided it was time to lighten the mood.

“So,” she said. “I need relationship advice.”

They both looked up with matching grins. “What’s going on?” Daisy asked.

“Nothing bad. I mean, things are going really well with Chester and Augie, but I think I’m ready to get serious. I can’t keep dating random people. I need to settle down. I want to start planning for kids and stuff.”

Alyx looked alarmed. “You’re going to have kids?”

“I mean, not right away. But in like five or ten years, yeah.”

“Why do you need to settle down now for potential kids in ten years?” Daisy asked, pouring more rosé from the carafe.

“It seems weird to keep dating two people when I should be focusing on one.”

“You could be polyamorous,” Alyx suggested. “It’s not illegal, even if nobody in North Carolina can watch shows about it.”

Edwina thought about the polyamorous people she knew. They were all old white millennials who had a lot of drama on social platforms that nobody used anymore. When she thought about calling herself polyamorous, it felt wrong, like putting on a muumuu when she wanted to wear a tux. “I don’t think that would work for me,” she said finally. “It seems creepy. Plus I hate combining Greek and Latin words.”

Alyx arched their right eyebrow ironically. “Good point. All sexual and gender identities should follow traditional rules of syntax.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Edwina laughed. “I’m just saying it’s not me.”

Suddenly Daisy started bouncing in her chair. “Oh shit!” she yelped. “You should try Eternalove! We could do a whole story arc about this!”

“This is my actual life, Daisy. Not a branding campaign.”

Alyx shrugged. “That’s quite an on-brand thing for you to say, Miss Nonprofit Worker.”

“Dude, I’m actually feeling kind of upset about this, and I don’t want you to turn it into social commentary.”

“Whatever. Stop debating,” Daisy said, waving her hands to make them both shut up. “You should try it. Why not? ProTox sent us all these testimonials from people who swear it worked.”

Edwina found herself taking the idea half-seriously. What harm could it do? Eternalove was completely unscientific, but as Alyx said, the placebo effect was real. Maybe it would be like flipping a coin, where merely the act of doing it would help her decide. And hell, she supposed it was remotely possible that the scammy ProTox gang could have licensed an elixir that actually did what they claimed. Twenty years ago, nobody would have believed that smearing germs on the walls of schools could save a whole generation from asthma and irritable bowel syndrome. Vole hormones might be the next game changer, like birth control pills in the twentieth century.

Shaking her head, Edwina realized she’d talked herself into it.

Digging through her enormous tote bag, Daisy finally pulled out a flat, rectangular box in matte crimson. It was embossed with silver lettering that read: “When the feeling is exclusive. Eternalove.”

“This is a full course,” Daisy said, handing it to Edwina. “On the house.”

Alyx snorted with laughter as Edwina slid the box open and stared at the silver blister pack resting on a bed of cotton. Each pill was a tiny red heart. They looked like Valentine’s Day candies.

“I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?” Edwina sighed. “How do they work?”

“ProTox says you take them every day for a month, and you’ll stop wanting to have sex with anybody except the person you love.”

Edwina didn’t think that’s how vole cognition worked, but she’d already given up on plausibility at this point.

“It’s a love potion, Edwina! It’s magic.” Alyx used the voice they used to pitch branding ideas to companies. “ProTox is about making fairy tales . . . real.” They widened their eyes and did some jazz hands for full effect. Alyx was a master at wrapping sincerity up with irony, then enclosing the whole package in sincerity again.

“Okay, I’m doing it.” Edwina popped the first pill out and put it on her tongue. She held it against the roof of her mouth until the sugar coating melted and she tasted its bitter core, imagining what it would be like to say goodbye to Chester or Augie forever. Then she gulped down half a glass of wine.

● ● ●

It was Saturday morning, and Edwina was pretty sure the Eternalove was having some effect. Augie, still asleep on her futon, had never looked more beautiful. Her pale eyelids were lacy with faint purple veins and the sunlight turned her messy blue hair into a fiery sapphire. Edwina pulled the blankets away from Augie’s right shoulder, kissing its plump curve, then biting into it lightly.

Augie opened one eye. “Hi, sexy.” She rolled onto her back and fixed both green eyes on Edwina. “Would you say I’m more of an organic farm-to-table kind of meat, or something grown in a vat?” Augie worked in food safety, and a big part of her job involved inspecting synthetic meat facilities.

Edwina pretended to consider. “I’ll need to taste you again.”

Augie pulled the covers down further. “I wouldn’t want to mislead consumers, so you’d better be certain.”

As she licked Augie’s stomach, Edwina felt her heart race and knew this was right. Completely right. The pills had worked their magic. “Augie,” she whispered. “I think I’m in love with you.”

Augie wrapped her arms around Edwina’s head, pressing her belly hard against Edwina’s cheek, awkward and intense. “Oh sweetie. You know I love you, too.”

They spent the day cuddling, ordering Mexican dim sum from an indie delivery service app and bingeing on episodes of Fae Killers. The whole weekend was like that—quiet and romantic. Of course the pills weren’t the cause. Edwina knew that. But as she’d suspected, taking them had helped her figure out what she really wanted. She and Augie took a long walk together on Sunday afternoon, climbing to the barren top of Twin Peaks, where the Army Corps of Engineers had planted a plaque in the ground 150 years ago. The lettering stamped on it had been erased by weathering, leaving only a smooth metal disc in the middle of a rocky outcrop. A few other brave people had hiked up here, too, rewarded for their perseverance by a sunset that filled the Bay with a deep rosy light. Wind turbines stood like giant robots over the water, churning invisibly behind their bird-proof screens, and fat crows made a racket in the air overhead. Edwina looked north toward the green rectangle of Golden Gate Park, obscured in part by the red spines of Sutro Tower, and took Augie’s hand. They kissed as the sunlight was demolished by the earth’s rotation, and Edwina was almost certain she was the luckiest person in the city that night.

● ● ●

The next morning at work, Edwina swallowed another heart-shaped pill. Somehow she’d gotten superstitious about them and wanted to finish out the whole pack. Only three more weeks of placebos to go—and a very awkward conversation with Chester. She managed to shove him out of her mind until he texted her at the end of the day.

Chester: Want to play the beta of the Captain Marvel AR game? My friend Long is showing it at the Hurricane Warehouse.

Edwina blinked the chat window out of existence. She didn’t want to deal with this right now. But then he texted again.

Chester: It’s supposed to be the best Captain Marvel since the one in the 2030s. She can team up with Spider Gwen! The effects are amazing. I might try to play Spider Ham. Also, we could get curry Japadogs after. What do you think?

This was what she loved about Chester. He was always going on adventures, and his job as a VFX designer meant he knew where the weirdest things were happening. Edwina paused, wiped all her work out of the air, and tapped her temple to go offline. What had she been thinking? That there was something she loved about Chester? She put her head in her hands and sighed. Maybe if she actually saw him, the feelings she had for Augie would blow this attachment to Chester away. She tapped her contacts back on, feeling bittersweet but determined.

Edwinner: Sure! Meet you at the Hurricane!

Chester: See you soon, cutie!

Edwina had gotten her hopes up for nothing. The moment she saw Chester’s spiky black hair and half-smile, she knew she was still smitten. He was wearing a sparkly yellow shirt that perfectly set off the dark brown of his skin, and she immediately wanted to kiss him. Squashing her feelings down, she focused on her incredible weekend with Augie. She remembered their sunset kiss and was sure Augie was the one.

More and more people crammed into the warehouse space, and they shoved every last piece of furniture against the walls so they could interact when the show started. They all downloaded a character sheet and started figuring out their skills. Edwina was going to be She-Hulk, which meant she had legal acumen and enhanced strength. As she put on headphones and set her contacts to work with the warehouse AR network, Edwina realized this was the kind of fun she could never have with Augie. Most of the time, Augie couldn’t deal with crowds. She liked routine. There’s no way she would ever have gotten into an interdimensional war with a bunch of strangers playing characters from twentieth-century comics. Still, Chester would never have stayed in bed all day talking about the latest E. coli infection disaster. Or gone on a nature hike to a lonely peak.

After they defeated Magneto and Loki, Chester led her up Natoma Street to a food cart serving Japadogs with mango curry and various other bioluminescent sauces. They ate sitting on the curb, far enough from the cart that the chef wouldn’t hear their reviews.

Chester elbowed her lightly and wiped some mango blobs off his cheek. “What do you think?”

“Ummm . . . I’m afraid I’m going to say no to mango curry Japadogs for the rest of my life.”

He laughed. “What? I thought She-Hulk liked to eat everything.”

A feeling washed over her like a blast from one of Doctor Strange’s magical semiphores. Edwina pulled Chester to her tightly, giving him a long, hard kiss on the mouth.

“Hey, cutie, what was that for?” He looked simultaneously quizzical and horny.

The words tumbled out. “I think I’m in love with you.” Once she’d said it, she knew it was true.

Chester’s eyes widened. “Really? Because I think I’m in love with you too! You are absolutely, one hundred percent, the greatest person ever.” And he hugged her again, kissing every part of her face right there on the street, only a few yards away from the worst Japadogs known to humanity. It felt right, just like kissing Augie did.

The next morning, Chester made Edwina a perfect cappuccino with a rocket-shaped machine that he’d stolen from the set of a long-ago canceled video series. Edwina popped another pill out of the blister pack, swallowing it with a mouthful of foam. Taking these things had only made her life worse. Now she was officially in love with two people, which was the exact opposite of what was supposed to happen.

“Are you going out with Augie tonight?” Chester asked.

At the sound of Augie’s name, Edwina almost spilled her coffee. She stared at Chester, unable to say anything.

Chester continued, seemingly unperturbed. “I was only asking because it seems like you two usually hang out on Tuesday nights. Isn’t her day off on Wednesday?”

Maybe Edwina had told Chester that at some point. Or maybe Augie had told Chester, one of those times when they’d met. Finally Edwina found her voice. “I’m not sure what I’m doing tonight.” She heaved a sigh. “I don’t know what I’m doing at all.”

Chester shrugged, oblivious to her internal conflict. “Okay, well let me know. We could go to that new Godzilla popup theme park in Oakland if you’re free.”

Why was Chester so casual about this? Now that they had used the word love to describe their feelings, shouldn’t he be discouraging her from seeing Augie? And shouldn’t Augie have been telling her not to see Chester? Edwina stared morosely out the window of Chester’s flat, which had a panoramic view of the bay if you stood in the exact right spot to see between two other apartment buildings. Then she texted Alyx.

Edwinner: I think the pills are doing something weird to me, and now I’m stuck in this super awkward situation where I have no idea what to do.

Alyx777: I warned you.

Edwinner: What do you mean?

Alyx777: I said the pills were magic! Or maybe garbage? Either way, the kids are buying them like crazy. Did you see this week’s episode?

Edwinner: I’m serious, Alyx. do you have time to meet up for happy hour?

Alyx777: Yeah. Sorry about the love trauma, boo. Let’s meet at El Rio.

Edwina blinked away the words to see Chester smiling at her the same way he had last night, when he called her the greatest person ever. It made her want to cry, or have sex with him, or maybe both. They walked to the bus together, holding hands and talking about how Godzilla was still the best giant monster. It felt natural and unnatural at the same time. She couldn’t wait to focus on something completely normal, like spraying bacterial precursors on birthing tables in a maternity ward to encourage the growth of microbes that used to live in people’s vaginas.

● ● ●

Alyx was drinking a Long Island iced tea when Edwina arrived after work. Her hands still felt pruny from wearing gloves all day.

“You look kind of sick.” Alyx sounded concerned. “Are you still actually taking those pills?”

Edwina settled on the bar stool next to Alyx and nodded. “I mean, they’re just placebos or something. But I do feel strange.”

“They might really have hormones. Or—I dunno. ProTox has some bizarre subcontracts with people who claim to do sorcery and shit. Who knows what’s in there.”

Edwina ordered a scotch and sipped it slowly. “I think the problem is that I need to break up with one of the people I’m dating.”

“Why? Is one of them better than the other?”

“No. The opposite!” Edwina said vehemently. “It reminds me of how I always have to order a scoop of chocolate and a scoop of salted caramel when we go to Bi Rite. They are so perfectly, equally good that I can’t imagine ordering only one. Does that make sense?”

“I think you’re saying that Bi Rite has done such a good job of marketing their flavors that they’ve suckered you into always ordering two scoops instead of one,” Alyx said. Then they saw the look on Edwina’s face and reached out a hand to squeeze hers. “Sorry to be so snarky. I guess I don’t get why you are so freaked out. My mom had seven kids, and she loves all of us. Like for real. Imagine if you had to keep track of what seven people like for breakfast, or what they want for their birthdays. She always has, though. If she can love seven maniacs, why can’t you love two flavors?”

Edwina could feel tears in her eyes, and her contacts started to drift off her irises with an annoying string of error messages. She blinked them back into place and used one finger to draw circles on the bar with a blob of water. “I want to have kids. Nobody will let you marry two people and have kids with them.”

Alyx looked more serious than she had ever seen them. “You know that’s bullshit, right? I can’t think of a better place to raise kids than with grownups who love each other.” They drummed their fingers on the bar and seemed lost in thought for a moment. “Marriage is like every other brand that has staying power. Think about YouTube. It used to be part of a private company, and it was full of really bad stuff, like Nazis and crazies talking about rounding up gay people. But then YouTube spun off and became part of the public broadcasting network, and now it’s all educational programs and people gardening and stuff. That was a major rebrand, but it worked. Most people don’t even know that it used to be dangerous for kids to go there.”

“And this is related to my situation how?” Edwina drained her glass.

“Marriage is another changing brand. It used to be only for cis heterosexuals, but now gay people can get married—at least, in a lot of places. People don’t think of marriage the same way anymore. Even in North Carolina, where they have those Family First laws, people are protesting. Here in California, you can create an indie brand marriage. And you know what happens to indie brands, right?” Alyx winked. “They get appropriated by giant megabrands. Pretty soon, ProTox will be marketing a placebo for people who want to fall in love with more than one person. I guarantee it.”

Edwina shook her head. “I don’t know.”

A text from Augie was blinking in the corner of her vision.

Augustales: Hey are we hanging out tonight, or are you with Chester?

What the hell was it with both her sweeties being perfectly fine with an arrangement that she was taking pseudoscientific vole hormones to shut down?

Edwinner: I’m actually with Alyx. Can I come over in an hour or so?

Augustales: Sure. I’m just cleaning up cat barf and reading the latest caloric intake report from the FDA lol

Alyx had finished their drink and was wearing their usual sardonic expression again. “Off to do some rebranding?” they asked.

Augie’s apartment was in one of the old luxury condo blocks built in the Castro around the turn of the millennium. It had been divided and subdivided until all the original three-bedroom, two-bathroom layouts were studios, most with shared bathrooms. Somehow, Augie had scored an en suite bathroom, which still had most of the fancy fixtures from the 2010s. Even the heated floor worked.

Flopping on the futon next to Augie, already in her frayed plaid pajamas, Edwina screwed up her courage. “We should talk about our relationship, I guess.”

“Yeah, I was thinking that, too. I mean, this weekend was intense. But I’m glad.” Augie leaned over and kissed Edwina’s ear.

“I really want to get married and have kids one day. I mean, not now, but not super far into the future either.”

“Me too. Same.”

“And I think Chester does, too. I mean, I need to talk to him more, but I’m pretty sure he does.” That wasn’t exactly a great way to put it. But, as Alyx said, she was making her own indie brand from scratch. The first try is always a little rough.

Augie was nodding. “Yeah, I like Chester. He has good taste in women.” She laughed and ruffled Edwina’s hair. “We should probably hang out more often if we’re going to have kids together, though.”

Edwina felt wobbly. “We probably . . . should? I mean, you’re not mad?”

“If I were mad, I would have stopped seeing you like eleven months ago when you started dating him. Look, I need to have lots of quiet alone time, and you like to go out and eat cockroaches while dancing to electronic flute music. I’m glad you have somebody who can do that with you, because I definitely won’t.”

Edwina hugged Augie, smelling the detergent in her pj’s and marveling at how soft the skin on her neck was. She wished she could put this emotion into bacterial slime and spread it everywhere so that everyone could feel it. “I love you,” she whispered, knowing those words were inadequate. Still, she planned to say them to Augie about fifteen million more times before her life was over.

● ● ●

Chester got off work early the next afternoon and visited Edwina at a school in Richmond that had never been infected before. AFDC had raised money for the school after the San Francisco Wave reported that kids in the neighborhood were getting bronchitis and Crohn’s disease at extremely elevated rates. Volunteers were scrubbing down the walls and spraying everything with agar to promote bacterial growth. The kids had packed all their stuff into neon yellow plastic bags so that it wouldn’t get soggy, and the teachers had taken down all the posters and art. She could see bright squares on the bulletin boards where pinned-up calendars had prevented the corkboard from fading. A few pencils stuck out of the high ceiling; apparently kids still shot them up there with rubber bands. Somebody had left a dead monitor folded up in a dusty corner. Pretty soon this would be a room full of chaos again, swirling with good bacteria.

Chester sat down in one of the tiny plastic chairs and looked at the bucket of slime Edwina had just cracked open. “Should I eat some of this? Will it help my digestion?” He hovered a finger over the goo, a quizzical expression on his face.

Knowing Chester, he probably would eat it if she told him it was okay. Which technically it was, though really it wasn’t. She needed every ounce of it for the kids.

When the volunteers went on break, Edwina sat down on a pink beanbag next to Chester and stripped off her gloves. “So I was talking to Augie about our relationship.”

“You mean your relationship with her or your relationship with me?” Chester asked.

“I guess . . . both?”

“Did you talk about how we are all going to grow old together and raise amazing kids who eat microbes with banana ketchup and understand the difference between Captain Marvel and Captain America?”

Edwina awkwardly scrunched the beanbag closer to Chester and leaned her head against his leg. “Were you guys texting each other or something?”

“No. I was just saying what I hoped you talked about. Especially the Captain Marvel part. You’re not breaking up with me, are you?” Chester looked uncharacteristically anxious.

“I meant it when I said I love you. But I love Augie, too. Is that okay?”

“It’s been okay the whole time we’ve been dating, cutie. I like Augie. We totally should have kids together. I mean, not me and her. But you know—me and you, you and her, all of us. One day.” Chester shrugged. Edwina looked up at his crooked smile and thought about how he was always up for an adventure. Of course he was up for this.

She turned her attention back to the classroom, its walls drying, and thought that maybe Alyx was wrong about what this was. It wasn’t like rebranding. It was like science. Her mother and grandmothers grew up with spray bottles full of antiseptics and antibacterials, killing everything in the environment until people started getting sick. It turned out that people needed all that bacteria swimming around in their guts and mouths and various other unmentionable tubes. The immune system is a million different moving, living creatures, and if kids aren’t eating dirt then they are probably missing out. Before Edwina was born, people would have called this classroom dirty and sick. Now they knew it was the healthiest place for kids to grow up.

Edwina pulled the blister pack of Eternalove out of her pocket and stared at it. She didn’t need magic to figure out her future. She already had evidence-based analysis. Kissing Chester on the knee, she stood up and crossed the room to the waste bins. Each candy heart made a satisfying snap as she popped it out of its plastic shell and into oblivion.
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It’s 1607 (according to some calendars) and a falling cone from an elderly Pinaceae sitchensis catches on the rotting bark of a nurse log that sprouted while Al-Ma’mun founded the House of Wisdom in Baghdad. On this particular north Pacific island, the days are cold, and the water in Kaatza—the big lake near where this cone has fallen—freezes thick enough that one can walk out from the villages at the southeast end and look down to see cutthroat trout flickering underfoot. On the other side of the world, the Thames has also frozen, and stout winter children play across the canvasses of lowland painters, who preserve in oil the white-stained landscapes of northern Europe. In il Bosco Che Suona—the Valley of Song, the singing forest in the Alps north of Cremona where luthiers go to find their violins hidden in the trunks of trees—the winter is bitter, slowing the growth of Picea abies until its rings are infinitesimal, a dense tonewood unlike any material before or since.

Ninety years after the cone drops near Kaatza, Antonio Stradivari travels to il Bosco Che Suona on the old road from Cremona to select wood for his workshop. He rests his head against one trunk and listens to its cold history. This is the Little Ice Age as written in the rings of a spruce tree. It sounds like a violin.

● ● ●

Jacob woke Mason after midnight. Ten minutes later, they walked out to the old truck, gassed up for the occasion, stale with multigenerational BO, since it had belonged to their grandfather before it was Jake’s. The dusty fug relieved by Sophie’s botanicals: nasturtium; wood rose; one of her cash crops, a strain of CBD-rich indica she had been nurturing for years, called Nepenthe. They drove along the empty street, from the deeply green lakeshore to the old firebreak, gouged out of stone and clay twenty years before. Along disintegrating logging roads to the old burns where Mason could still see char. As kids, they had hiked here to secret rivers and campsites out of cell phone range.

Jacob drove in silence. Mason stared out the window at the ghost forest. Twice they got out to clear the road and Mason looked up into the low bush—blackened Douglas fir still towering over the blackberries and alder. Recovery plants, fast growing opportunists emerging from the last wildfire.

“Cougars?” he asked.

“A lot of them lately,” Jacob said. “They’ve followed the deer. It’s good news. But makes working at night a bit more exciting.”

He thought he spotted its silhouette in the darkness above them and wondered what it saw, in turn—competitors or prey in the disorienting headlights. The eagles had come back, nesting in the ghost trees. So had black-tailed deer and robins. The microclimates had changed as the forests began their slow return, though, a prefigure of what the coast would be in a hundred years: arbutus further inland, outside its original ranges; Garry oak farther west and north as the coast dried out. In a thousand years, it would be another sort of forest. If it was still there.

In two hours they made it to the edge of the surviving rain forest, which—on the west coast of the island’s mountains—had dodged the wildfires that destroyed most of everything else in the last twenty years. Twenty minutes on a rutted track, until they pulled over and met a guy, silent, nodding to Jacob as he climbed into the cab, directing them to an even narrower dirt track.

“This’s Chris,” Jacob said.

Mason-Chris nodded. So did the guy.

They weren’t far from the tree, which stood in what was still a provincial park, technically, though the trails were rarely maintained, and what boot prints he could see were probably other poachers. This was the largest surviving Sitka spruce in the world, and maybe people still wanted to see it, even if the busloads of school kids were rare, and the marine biology station at Bamfield had been shuttered for years.

Three more men waiting. A few gestures indicated the direction they’d drop it. The time it would take. Mason-Chris hung back, watching the wiry old faller put on his helmet, his chainsaw beside him. They waited for the breeze to still. There was a kind of quiet he never felt in Vancouver, even now when it was marred by shuffling men. Or cougars. Then the chainsaw flooded them and he heard nothing but its whine as it cut through the trunk, kindred to the kind that grew in La Fiemme, the Valley of Song in the Italian Alps where—it was rumored—a skilled lumberman could hear a violin hiding in the trunk.

He’d heard there might be another ancient Sitka in Kitimat, but that was too far to travel, even for something as precious as old-growth tonewood. This one, though, he’d remembered visiting as a kid. Its size; the unlikely fact of its survival after two centuries of logging and wildfires.

It didn’t take that long. A deep cut on either side in the direction of one of the other available roads, where a big truck probably waited. Then the wedges. The high, sweet note of the hammer. Waiting. Waiting. Until something inside it tore, and it fell, bounced, a thrash of branches like tendriled ocean creatures, or waves, like hair, like a body in spasm. Then it was still. Silence held for a moment longer, before they got to work limbing and bucking it.

Mason-Chris watched all the wiry, furtive men from—where? Port Alberni? Or maybe one of the transient camps, to which resource officers and RCMP turned temporary blind eyes because even they weren’t assholes enough to burn down a five-year camp that had organized showers and a septic system built of old truck tires. As long as the outsiders kept their problems—opioids, smuggling—out of town.

“Deal with the stump,” Jacob said.

Mason-Chris didn’t know what it meant, so Jacob repeated, “Stump. Cover it over with whatever you can find on the ground.”

“Is that really a problem? We’re pretty deep in.”

“They still send drones through.”

“Why would they even—anyway, I need to—”

“—I’ll get you when it’s time.”

Behind him, the stump was brightly pale in the darkness, sweet and resinous. He dropped branches over three meters of open wound, admiring the heartwood, which was surprisingly free of infestation, whether beetle or fungus. Behind him the tree grew steadily simpler, its branches tossed away, its trunk straight and handsome and more than four hundred years old. A baby compared to the ancient ones, the bristlecone or the big Norway spruce that had lived for nearly ten thousand years. But what would a bristlecone sound like? Sitka spruce, though, he had heard often and loved.

“—Chris.”

He’d get to Cremona and apprentice to Aldo, because Eddie knew him and could write a letter. He’d visit the Valley of Song and see what survived of the European spruce, and he would tell the master luthiers this story of poaching old growth in a provincial park. They would laugh and clap him on the back and—

“—Chris. Come on.”

Dragged away from his plans for Cremona and back to the immediate problem of sourcing old growth for a perfect violin, he saw that the tired, sweaty men had begun stripping their gear in the darkness, lit by phones and helmets. He didn’t actually know what he was looking for, but he worked his way down the long, straight sections nearest the base, running his hands over the rough bark to look at the interiors by the light of his phone.

“This is it, Jake.” he said without thinking. The group hushed. Ignored it. “This is the one.”

The other guys melted into the darkness. It was close to daylight by then, and while the forest floor was still dark, Mason could see the sky for the first time since the clouds overtook the stars.

Jake squatted by the section.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

Mason tried to listen to it. Before the tree fell, he had felt alive to the world around him—the shudder of leaves, and the faintly padding feet of the cougar—but now the wood was inert. Whatever he thought he had heard—the thin high notes of a violin he had not yet built—had evaporated.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m sure.”

It took them two hours to get it to the truck. Then another three to get to home.

“What’ll happen to the rest of it?” Mason asked.

“Firewood went for thousand bucks a cord last winter. That tree could keep a lot of people warm. There’s pulp, still. Mills will buy it up without asking too many questions. You don’t get the same kind of cash, but it’s safer and less work. And you know. Fentanyl. Or oxy.”

Behind them, the quarter of old-growth spruce remained silent, except where the truck creaked in resistance to its enormous weight.

“There are luthiers around the world who would kill for that, in a few years.”

“Sure. Or it’ll heat someone’s house this winter.”

They made it home late that morning, their eyes gritty with exhaustion. Jake sat in the cab for a long moment, then said, “I’m going to grab a swim, then get to work in the greenhouse.”

Mason knew he should help, but he found himself following the old route through the house to the bedroom he still thought of as his: the dark kitchen, past the bunches of garlic, the bookshelves in the living room piled with National Geographics from the twentieth century. Past the windowsills that still held grandma’s things: Beach glass and thunder eggs. Feathers. Stained glass that caught no light in a window shrouded by bush.

He lay in the cool, stale room where the carpet had been discolored by water seeping through the wall forty years before. It smelled like being ten, like summer, like his mother. Like the thousands of nights his family had passed between the wood-paneled walls, the narrow window facing south toward Cowichan Lake—or Kaatza, as Sophie called it in keeping with her friends in the local band—out which they had all stared and wondered what would happen next.

● ● ●

During the Little Ice Age, global temperatures dropped about 1°C, on average. There are debates regarding the causes of these aberrant winters. At least one trigger may have been the mass death of people in North and South America, with ninety percent of the population, by some estimates, dead after contact with Europeans.

Lost languages and cities; toddlers and great grandmothers and handsome young men and dreamy girls; villages and trade routes and favorite jokes. After so many deaths, an area of agricultural land the size of France returned to forest. This regreening sequestered enough carbon from the preindustrial atmosphere that temperatures took centuries to recover and begin their steady rise to the present day. The wild and empty continent of later explorers was—in part—a sepulcher, a monument inscribed with languages they could not speak, full of witnesses to that terrible loss.

From the cold and darkness of a hundred million deaths, to the chilly woodsmen of the Valley of Song, to Paganini playing il Cannone Guarnerius, it is a long and terrible history.

At Kaatza, the disaster is slow, despite temporary changes in climate, because the smallpox that will ravage the coast has not yet arrived. People go about their business on the water and in the forest, from the Pacific coast to the Salish Sea. Children are born. Songs are composed. The nurse log disintegrates. The little spruce rooted there rises toward the light, its heartwood formed in an apocalypse.

● ● ●

In addition to Nepenthe, Jake and Sophie grew a THC-rich sativa, which Mason disliked because it made him paranoid, but which sold steadily as far away as Seattle, and kept—in Jake’s words—the old homestead together. Sophie raised it hydroponically in Grandpa’s old workshop, while Nepenthe grew in the market garden by the lake, catching southern exposure on a warm brick wall with the espaliered peaches and lemongrass.

Later that afternoon, Mason visited the piece under a tarp in a corner of the workshop. Mason had been greedy, and there was material for two-dozen violins, assuming he found within it the billets he needed. He tried to remember what Eddie had done the last time they toured the mills for legal maple, willow, and spruce. Eddie could hear a violin in a slab of big-leaf maple, could feel willow’s sonic geometries as he tested its spring with his hands. If Eddie were here, the quarter would speak. He was still listening when Sophie shouldered through the door, a watering can in either hand.

“There are two more,” she said, gesturing toward the door.

He grabbed them, warm with sunlight. Together they watered the market garden. Potatoes and tomatoes. Chili peppers and mint. And Nepenthe, the deep botanical fug of its leaves rising in the heat of the afternoon. Mason took cannabis oil away every visit, dropping onto his tongue in a resinous burn, applying the ointment to his right wrist where the tendons ached. More effective than anything he could afford legally.

“You ever going legit?”

Sophie shrugged. “If it hasn’t happened by now, I doubt we’ll ever get licensed. I applied again last year but never heard anything. Jacob said you got what you needed?”

Mason nodded, the tree crashed again through his mind. “He’s helping someone cut firewood. He said you should sleep while you can. How long do we sit on it, anyway?”

“It’s got to season. A decade, probably. Ideally a century, but you know.”

She nodded, then led him through the hydroponics to a tiny room full of geranium slips and tomatoes. “Lots to do, Mason. Keep watering.”

● ● ●

In the third decade of the twenty-first century, a girl is born in Surrey Memorial Hospital. The labor is six hours. The child—magnificently named Masami Lucretia Delgado—has tiny, pointed fingers and strong hands that are precise in their movements, as though waiting for the fingerboard of a violin even in the moment of her birth. When she is three years old, an ad interrupts her cartoon, and she waits first in irritation, then in fascination, jabbing at the corner of the screen where the skip button should appear, but does not. Instead of a cartoon cloud who sings about rainbows and unicorns, she watches an ad for life insurance that features a little girl so like Masami, she seems to be a mirror, or a twin, with bright black hair and curious brown eyes. This little girl—the other Masami—holds a violin to her chin and plays something that makes Masami’s heart rise in her chest. A white cloud drifting higher and higher among the rainbows.

Masami is too small to name what she hears, and though it marks her forever, she soon forgets this first encounter with destiny. Something of it must remain with her, however, because a year later she hears the sound of a violin and asks her mother, that, that, was is that?

She’s four. Her father shows her violin videos. Outside the air is opaque with smoke from the fires on the north shore, which systematically destroy the huge houses overlooking Burrard Inlet. The pipeline that terminated in Burnaby has cracked again, somewhere up-country, who knows where, and spilled two thousand barrels of diluted bitumen into a lake. But Masami is too small to understand, and when she hears the sound of Marguerite Fell playing the ex-Kajnaco violin—from a quartet made by Guadagnini in Milan in 1780—she is transported, and some portion of her soul will never return from that transport. Her future is, at that moment, fixed. Her tiny hands will grow into her violin, the instrument less an exterior object than an extension of her body. She is, neurologically, emotionally, and psychologically, part violin. It’s in her heart, in her muscle memory. By the time she’s fourteen she’ll have cubital tunnel syndrome and need regular physio to deal with nerve compression. Her body has grown up around the violin the way a tree grows over a nurse log.

● ● ●

Masami Delgado was the reason Mason poached the last of the ancient Sitka spruce. But it wasn’t her fault.

Actually, maybe Eddie started it with one of those offhand comments about sourcing tonewood. Shuffling through the workshop in old jeans, pockets sagging with pencils and calipers, a finger plane. He stopped at Mason’s bench, where Mason was mending a violin they got cheap from someone leaving town. He was still surprised to find Eddie trusted him to touch instruments. For a long time he’d just swept the shop floor, drove the van, tended the glue pot. He still did those things, but he also got to replace a split tuning peg on a student violin, and it felt good to hold it in his hands, feeling the thin shell of its body, saying to it “Come on, little guy, let’s get you sorted.”

“It’s never going to sound the same,” Eddie said.

He listened to the long bow draw. “Yeah. It’s not great. But it’s solid for a student—”

“No.” Eddie said, in the abrupt way that always left Mason feeling like he’d said something stupid. “No. It’s the wood.”

He ran his finger down the bright spruce face. “This is pretty young stuff. More carbon in the atmosphere changes the density of the wood. We’re never going to see the same kind of old growth again, even if the forests recover. You need to drop the G.”

Mason listened. Eddie was right.

That night Eddie took him along to hear Delgado play at the Chan Center, a rare treat, like the time early in his apprenticeship when he accompanied Eddie to hear Alu Vila playing Bach on the ex-Norfolk, darkly redolent of 1805. Delgado had just received—for a three-year loan from the Canada Council for the Arts—the Plaisir violin of 1689, and had invited Eddie backstage to celebrate her first concert. Eddie, world-renowned luthier and representative of the CC, had been appointed its custodian for Delgado’s term. She was thirteen. She played the Kreutzer Sonata.

“We’re going to go check out the saddle,” he said during the intermission.

“Why?”

Eddie shrugged, and the lights dimmed again.

Backstage, Delgado’s parents hovered. Mason—still disoriented by the evening’s performance—couldn’t speak.

“May I?” Eddie said. She nodded. Her eyes never left the violin.

Mason screwed up his courage, “You have it for three years?” She nodded. “And then that’s it?”

Her mother answered. “You don’t get it twice.”

It hurt him that something that fit so perfectly onto her shoulder should be lost. She should have it for the rest of her life, on international tours, and in recording studios. It should be hers by some right of genius.

“I wish,” Mason said, “you could have it forever.” But then Eddie was finished and her parents were shepherding her away, and he realized he hadn’t heard her voice, not once.

As they waited for an Uber, Eddie said, “It’s not going to last.” Wildfires were burning on the north shore, and the sunset was an angry smudge. Mason thought about dying trees, and the sound of old growth leaving the world.

“What do we do?”

“Nothing we can do. The saddle’s been wearing noticeably for decades now. Could be a split forming, though I didn’t seen anything on the last CT scan. Maybe it’ll show in the next twenty years. Or maybe it’ll be longer than that. I don’t know.”

“We can’t replace it?”

“We can. But we won’t. They aren’t immortal. Eventually it will be unplayable, and then it will go to sleep.”

That night Mason walked down Granville Street past the shuttered theaters that had once been full of music. He circled back to Hastings, and walked out toward his little room in a building on Gore, where the rent was almost decent. Then he searched through Eddie’s database and found the transcendental geometries of the Plaisir violin, emissary of the seventeenth century, where in the workshops of Cremona luthiers made instruments so perfect they seemed not to have been built, but grown. Alien seashells. The seedpods of strange flowers. He had touched one today, felt its lightness against his palm, patinated by centuries of sweat, the oil of many hands and faces, rich with life. All that alchemy of tree and climate, genius and history. She would have it for three years. Then the saddle would split, and it would be lost forever.

That was the day he formed the plan: a violin made as purely and patiently as he could manage, following the guidance of long-dead luthiers, passed down to him through Eddie. And when it was finished, he would got to the Po Valley and join the Scuola Internazionale di Liuteria Cremona, where he would tell a dozen old Italian masters the story of his accomplishment.

But the materials he’d need weren’t just expensive, they were nonexistent. Trees of the five hundred ppm present wouldn’t do. He needed old growth, with heartwood grown in the last climate minimum, when Kaatza froze and the last Viking settlement on Greenland disappeared under the ice. He needed Gaboon ebony, nearly extinct, smuggled out of Nigeria or Cameroon.

“Everything I can afford,” he told Eddie the next day, “is ugly.” Unspoken: too ugly for Delgado, who deserved more than the world could offer these days.

“Not ugly,” Eddie said, “Different. But not ugly.” He picked up the violin Mason had assembled from salvaged materials Eddie had discarded. Then he seemed to think, and he said, “Let me show you something,” before disappearing up the stairs and into the shop, returning with a fiddle Mason had often looked at, a rough old thing, a curiosity.

“Some guy made this out of a post from a longhouse like a hundred and fifty years ago. If he can do that, you can figure something out.”

The longhouse had stood in a long-gone Musqueam village way down on southwest Marine Drive. The violin had a cedar front, a maple neck and back that Eddie insisted had come from a stack of firewood. He’d had some dendrochronologist look at it, dating the woods to the seventeen hundreds. Maybe some fiddler lost his on the crossing, or gambled it away, like in a song, but he’d landed on the edge of nowhere, and built something new from what he’d found. Not well built by many rules, and the sound was drowsy, sure, but deep, Mason could hear that just bowing the strings. He wondered what it would sound like in Delgado’s hands. Something by de Sarasate. A Bach violin concerto. Or maybe it would be some dance number, once played in a small front room while the rain fell outside, and Vancouver wasn’t even a city yet, a song interrupted, escaping from the violin when her fingers touched it. Maybe, he thought, it would be earlier sounds from an equally rainy night, a longhouse on the south slope toward the river, a rainy hillside that had not yet thought of becoming Vancouver. Voices. Laughter. A language he didn’t know, and a moment captured in the reverberating matrices of the wood itself.

● ● ●

A few weeks after he returned from poaching the giant spruce, and had begun to accumulate the necessary components for his violin, wildfires scoured the Fraser Valley and the north shore, and the smell of smoke brimmed his eyes with love and dread so he had to call them, just to make sure.

“Still here.” Jake said. “You okay?”

Mason could not answer that, because who was okay? No one was okay. Everyone was fine. “It smells like smoke here,” he said. “Eddie’s not doing too good with the COPD.”

“Yeah?”

The world had smelled like this when he and Mom had arrived, grubby with two months in the emergency camp on Nanaimo’s waterfront, waiting for the highways to reopen so they could go home. That’s what Mom had said to him every night: we’ll go home, soon. Not to the house in Cobble Hill, which was gone now, but out to the lake. To Grandma.

“Sophie wants to bring in trembling aspen for the other side of the firebreak, to slow the burn—” here Jake went on at length about the plans to bring in a colony, borrowed from a stand downriver. Mason couldn’t concentrate on what he said, but it was good to hear his voice and know that around him the house was darkening as the sun set, and outside you could, if you were lucky, hear the resident barn owl’s nightly call. Sophie still at work in the garden, hauling wheelbarrows to the compost. In his smoky room, Mason’s eyes ached until, finally, he wept.

Then, suddenly, Delgado was fifteen, an intensely silent teenager in heavy black eyeliner who wore combat boots in summer and rarely spoke when she came in for strings. Then she was sixteen and her time with the Plaisir nearly over, her parents joking tensely about how much it all cost—the travel, the extra tuition, the time.

Meanwhile, Mason made violins from the salvaged spruce and maple of a demolished bungalow on East Tenth, where he did some day labor for extra cash. In the evenings, he listened to each piece he’d nicked from the job, knocking it with a knuckle and wondering about its strengths, its provenance. He broke down a chest of drawers from Goodwill, scraping away the paint to show flamed maple. Oak flooring coated in decades of grime. A cricket bat made of willow, deeply scarred, might have provided the blocks he needed, but it was worm-eaten to the core.

He searched Stanley Park and found a shining willow near Beaver Lake, unusually straight. Salix lucida lasiandra, not the Salix alba preferred by the old Cremonese luthiers, but similarly easy to carve, and stable enough if he could find a straight length of trunk and season it properly. Resting his head against the trunk, he once again listened for the violin hiding within it, some sonic quality in the way it responded to his heartbeat, or his hand upon the bark.

He returned on a rainy night in January, alone, his backpack damp and heavy with gear: A hacksaw. Rope. More than anyone in the world, he missed Jacob, who had always—even when they were both kids orphaned by fire and pandemic—been cleverer and stronger than he was.

He’d have to top it, which was a ludicrous endeavor, and he could hear Jake laughing, and their grandfather’s anxious snort—the snort that meant, don’t do it, kiddo. Despite the snort, Mason persisted. Willow was essential, and if he could snare vacant lot rabbits and skin them for glue, he could climb and top a willow, then walk back across town to Eddie’s, where the wood might begin its secret transformation into something useable.

He’d climbed trees a lot as a kid. Higher even than Jake, who had a longer reach, but who was afraid of heights. It made them equals, according to Grandma. When he and Mom had arrived from the temporary camp in Nanaimo, after the rain hit in October and the fires down the coast died for the season, Jake was already there. He was waiting for his Dad to come back from the interior, where he’d gone to fight the big fire outside Princeton, when the dead pines went up like matches in the scorched afternoons. But he died by smoke inhalation on the side of a crowded road along with a hundred others, and Jake stayed, and later—when Mom left to look for work and caught the flu and died—the two of them lived like brothers.

Jake never talked about it, like Mason never talked about his mom, dying in the third wave of a new pandemic when he was seven, a few years after they’d landed back on the homestead. They all worked on the hydroponics in the workshop and the market garden on the south slope toward the lake. Weed was legal in the province back then, but the Cowichan Valley’s economy was—by conservative estimates—still more than half dark, and mostly driven by small operations like Grandma’s. And while he and Jake were orphans in a grow-op, Sophie was somewhere south of them in Langford, learning to garden with her grandfather. Eddie had just finished his years in Italy with Aldo, and was about to set up his own shop in Vancouver. Sophie studied horticulture on the mainland, then returned to Langford with a lot of knowledge and nowhere to turn it, until Jake found her on a beach in Sooke. Eddie won double gold at the Violin Society of America. Mason left school early for a cabinetry apprenticeship until a festival, where he picked up the unfinished body of a fiddle—spruce, maple, willow—and found the thing he was made to do.

All those people—those accidents—led him here, after midnight in the shivering wet of a rain forest park in November, and he was older than he liked to admit. Nevertheless, he pulled himself up to the lowest branch, then struggled from handhold to foothold until he was high enough to cut, relieved when the unusually straight center fell with a sound that was both troubling and familiar, the tree swaying in response to the dropped weight. He descended, limbed it, bucked it in convenient lengths, and packed five of them in his rucksack. Then, looking up, he saw a straight branch just below his cut, and he could not resist it. He remembered Jake’s wrinkled look of dread when they climbed too high, his warnings, “Do you know what could happen?”

“I know,” Mason said, and swung up into the willow. He was a couple of meters up when the branch on which he stood—one hand snaking around to grab his hacksaw—snapped. Willow is a brittle, fast-growing tree, splendid in its youth, but soon senescent. This one, more than fifty years old, could not support a man’s weight a second time that night.

The ground was wet and spinning and he said, as though someone might be there, “Help me, help me,” and he thought of his mother, standing just behind his shoulder, about to answer him, pick him up, carry him home. But she wasn’t, of course, so he lay still until the ground righted itself, and the pain steadied: not faded, but no longer in crescendo. He could still move his toes. Then he found he could stand. His left shoulder screamed, but his left fingers could move. He hauled himself fifty meters to Pipeline Road and called an Uber. It was nearly a week’s wages to get back home.

His shoulder never healed properly: a new MRSA at the hospital, one without a name that hung out in the linens. Not one of the virulent kinds that kills you in two days, but the other ones, that persist under the skin. There was an open sinus that ran from the outer edge of his shoulder, right above where the bone had cracked. It was three months before he could work again, but Eddie kept his place, and emergency disability got him through, though he didn’t eat much once his savings ran out.

When he told Jake the story—a joke, look what I did, what would Grandpa say—Sophie threatened to come over and look after him, and when he refused she just sent him Nepenthe. A few weeks out of the hospital and he could move his left arm enough to dress himself, and Eddie helped him put Sophie’s ointment on his left shoulder. He smoked it, too, in the basement in front of his workbench, the deep, slow breaths easing his shoulders out of their hunch, until he felt almost okay. By then Delgado’s term with the Plaisir had ended, and she celebrated those three glorious years with a last concert at the Chan Center, for which Mason had a ticket, and which he missed because he was still in the hospital.

“Don’t worry,” Eddie told him. “There’s a recording.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I think it’s going to Prefontaine. A kid in Saskatoon. He’s good.”

“But what’s she going to play?”

Eddie shrugged. “There are a lot of beautiful violins.”

“No.” Mason said, in rare disagreement. “There aren’t.”

● ● ●

He ran into Delgado’s father on the street, once. “She won’t touch a violin. It’s been six months.”

“She’s probably—”

“—all she does is play video games. She’s staying out. She’s so angry.”

He went on, then he had to be somewhere and he left Mason on the sidewalk. He stood for a moment blocking traffic, thinking of Delgado speaking bitterly and at length about the globe’s many failed revolutions, her rapidly narrowing future, and he wanted to tell her: please wait, just a little longer, for me to finish it.

A year later she received the extraordinarily fine ex-Jiang violin from an anonymous donor. He went to hear her play Bach at the Orpheum Theatre, with the Vancouver philharmonic accompanying. She was eighteen. When she came into the shop, she smiled through the eyeliner, and he asked her, “Where next? Buenos Aires?”

“I haven’t seen you in weeks. What happened to your shoulder?”

“I fell weird. Not Buenos Aires? Singapore?”

“Oh. Yeah, it’s hard to rationalize unless you’ve got a lot of work. I might be playing a gig in Toronto next year. And I was down in Seattle.”

“Recording, then?”

“Maybe. I’m working on early childhood education,”

“Oh,” he said, surprised. “Oh. Cool.”

“Eventually it’ll be music therapy. Gives me something to do with the lessons Mom and Dad paid for.”

It hurt him to hear that, though he didn’t know if that was some pain she felt but did not speak, or whether it was his own hope, which he did not like to acknowledge, for fear of smashing it. That she’d get another term with the Plaisir. That when she was finished with it, he’d present her with his own creation, and her career would be transformed as the violin opened up, becoming something new as she played it. He had not imagined her in a classroom with toddlers, playing “Pop Goes the Weasel” while they marched in circles around a bright orange carpet. But neither had he imagined himself working for Eddie for his entire adult life, and here he was.

● ● ●

For a few years after the fall he made nothing new, just ran the shop and stirred the glue pot, and made sure that Eddie took his meds and saw his doctor. But as his arm recovered, sort of, and he no longer dreamed of falling, he could stand to look at the willow again. He could even look at the old Jack Daniels box in a corner of the storage room, which held the violin in its constituent parks. You could mistake it for kindling, if you didn’t know.

It still took him three years to open the box and begin work on the forms, slowly because his left shoulder remained weak and sometimes his left hand failed. But for an hour sometimes, in the evenings, he worked ribs and blocks of willow in the basement workshop at night, where he often stayed on a cot in case Eddie needed help.

It took another five years of austerity to pay black market prices for Gaboon ebony from Nigeria, the whole time worrying the trees would all be dead before he could save the money. In the end, the wood he needed for the fingerboard, tailpiece, and saddle cleaned out what was left of his Cremona account. But he saved money on the tuning pegs, which were boxwood poached from Queen Elizabeth Park and stained a fine black.

By then, Mason had moved into the shop—temporarily they said—to keep an eye on Eddie, because he’d got old. He’d always been old, in Mason’s mind, fifty when Mason joined the firm at twenty-two, but not old old. Now he shuffled around the workshop, skinnier every year, quieter. Pretty soon he stopped going down to the basement because of the stairs, so Mason set his workbench up in what had been a dining room. Eddie could still watch the till, but he hardly spoke to customers, and he was happiest at the bench in his dressing gown, working on some delicate job, listening to the grubby speakers that sat on the kitchen counter.

Once while they were having coffee, Eddie reached across the table for a spoon and his wrist emerged from the ragged cuff of his hoody. Mason was transfixed by how thin it was, how the skin had begun to pucker and spot, the careful way he picked up the spoon, as though every action required some calculation.

“What are you now, seventy?” he said without thinking.

“Dude. I’m seventy-six.”

“Oh,” Mason said. Thought. “Then I must be—shit.”

Eddie laughed. Coughed. “Yeah. Exactly.”

The January he began shaping big-leaf maple (from an antique dresser) into the violin’s neck, a king tide rolled over the flats by the hospital and the science center. That restarted talk about a sea gate at the mouth of False Creek, though debate continued about how much of the original coastline should be preserved. The old beaches flooded now, water creeping up over the grass below the planetarium. Once Mason saw a river otter slip across a concrete path and into False Creek. The river otter seemed untroubled by his new home, just like the seagull or the ducks.

He went back to the shop to tell Eddie about the first finger of floodwaters sliding across Main Street like a prefigure. Fifty cm rise as predicted, then another half-meter from a king tide, and here we were, in the future, watching mussels grow over the bases of pillars that had once upheld shades over the park benches of wealthy Yaletown residents. He wanted to say to the walls that had once contained False Creek: turn it back.

He got home to find Eddie listening to Melchior play the Bach exercises on the Bourbon viola. Mason stowed the billets in the basement workshop. He could hear Melchior upstairs while he did it, louder than Eddie usually did, so some of the low notes rattled the door to the workshop.

Up the stairs, eyes still full of the floodwaters engulfing Main Street, he stopped in the doorway about to spill his news and said, “What’s wrong?”

Wildfires in the Po Valley, burning farms and groves left dry by a five-year drought. Cremona engulfed, and at least a thousand people dead. The Museo del Violino lost, and a pietà, a portrait of St. Sebastian from a small town. An altar piece and a collection of fine instruments stored in Torino.

“No more Cremona,” Eddie said. “I should have asked Aldo last week—”

Melchior filled the tired silence.

“I wish,” Eddie said in the torn voice of a night spent coughing in the lumpy old futon chair in the corner of his room, which bore the dark marks of his hands where he had been resting them for forty years. “I wish I’d enjoyed it all more.”

“I don’t—”

“—I mean, sure I should have done more to change things and been a proper revolutionary or whatever the fuck. But actually I just wish I’d spent less time thinking about it, and more—I miss coffee, you know? Really good coffee and drinking it in a coffee shop. I miss knowing I could get on an airplane at any time and go to Cremona and see Aldo, just to see him. I don’t think I enjoyed it enough. And here we are. And it’s too late.”

“It’s not too late,” Mason said.

“No more elephants. No more ebony trees. No more Cremona. No more Aldo.”

“It’s not.” He thought of the silence after the chainsaw, and the men who waited as the spruce fell, cougars moving soundlessly in the tinderbox woods around them. He thought of the storm of its branches hitting the ground, and the way it shuddered under his feet, and how he had found it, the core pieces, the heartwood of his violin, which had been alive in the seventeenth century, and which had waited on a hillside until now.

First Eddie laughed, “Oh, dude,” he said, and coughed.

Mason thumped the old man’s back with his good arm, still saying, “It’s not too late.”

He couldn’t explain it because they had arranged a silence regarding the violin, and the things he did to build it. He couldn’t explain, but it wasn’t too late because under a tarp in a shed, in that bit of land between the lake and the ghost forest, the spruce had been seasoning for fifteen years. In a box under his workbench he had black market Gaboon ebony for the fingerboard, one of the last shipments smuggled out of Nigeria: fine-pored, dense, deeply black ebony. He had glue made from the skins of rabbits he had trapped at night. He had carved the geometrically perfect scroll of its neck from a piece of two hundred year old big-leaf maple. And soon, soon, he would bring them together into something miraculous.

It must happen soon, though, looking down at the old man, his lips and chin slick with sputum coughed up in the last paroxysm.

● ● ●

“You look like your dad,” was the first thing Jacob said to him when, late on the third day of travel, he reached the house by the lake, slack-jawed and greasy-haired (once that trip had been measured in hours, you could be there and back in a day). It had been fifteen years since his last visit. His shoulder—numb with the weight of his backpack—twitched in its socket, swollen and tender. He was limping, too, by the time he made it to their gate.

“I feel like I got old like, suddenly. How’s Sophie?”

“Great,” she answered. Mason started. In his exhaustion he had not realized that the frizzle-haired figure in the doorway was Sophie, the greenish light of the lantern casting her face in craggy shadows and lines. “Yeah, we age hard now,” she said. “But that’s everyone. And your shoulder’s still bad. I’ll look at it.”

They lifted his backpack, then helped him with his shirt. Sophie’s sweet, botanical scent and her fingers overtook him, then a hot cloth washing away the dried fluids that had seeped from the open wound in his shoulder.

“It’s an abscess.” she said. “But I imagine you know that. Do you still have a doctor? Are they giving you anything? I don’t like the smell.”

He no longer had a doctor, but the guy at the clinic helped sometimes. “Nothing to do except surgery.”

Then the heavy skunk of Nepenthe overtook the ache, a scent that reminded him of his grandmother’s garden on a hot day, penetrating and astringent beneath the peppermint and lemon balm.

“It smells like—” he said in a voice that seemed to come from far away, but he couldn’t tell them, exactly, what it smelled like. Like home, maybe. Like his mother, when he had a mother. Then they helped him to the old back bedroom. He didn’t remember anything after that.

When he woke shortly before noon, Sophie was gone but Jake was there on the porch outside the kitchen, drinking something sort of like coffee made out of toasted barley.

“She’s been working with the Forestry Lab at UVic on some trees. Someone she knew in undergrad got ahold of her and they’ve been working together. Genetic mods. Fast growing. Carbon sinks. Drought resistant. It’s promising.”

It was the first good news Mason had heard in a long time. Together they walked up to the gardens she’d been building on old house sites. The street still showed traces of tarmac, if he kept his eyes fixed on the remaining yellow street paint. If he looked between his feet and listened to Jacob talk, and felt the lake breeze, the town could be as it was when he was a kid. Maybe. Or when his mother lived here before the fires. Or before that, when their grandparents built this homestead at the edge of nowhere and Ts’uubaa-asatx kids played in the lake.

But then, Ts’uubaa-asatx kids still played in the lake, and white kids, and the Sikh kids had returned to Paldi when the village grew up around the temple again. Kids climbed through the alders that grew in the path of old fires, picking blackberries rich with the heat of a new world. Kids fishing and weeding garden plots where the houses had been demolished. Kids singing songs he didn’t recognize.

Jacob was limping slightly now. They stopped when they saw Sophie in the middle of a garden near the water, her hair a frizz of gray in the sunlight, and a couple of boys and girls nearby, their arms full of green. Her hands were dirty, right up to the elbows, and when she saw them walking toward her, she waved the carrot tops she held.

“Rajinder brought some Jersey cows from up-island,” she explained. “They like the carrot tops. It’s our turn to get a couple of liters. The butter is ah-fucking-mayzing.”

That evening they ate a soft farmer’s cheese from Rajinder’s herd, and she talked about the trees, the plantation on the old townsite, about more plans with Ts’uubaa-asatx Nation, a gang of kids replanting the burned-out subdivisions from twenty years before. You couldn’t see the old roads in some places, she said. It’s like they’re gone.

“Where?”

“Everywhere,” she said. “It’s the regreening. We lost what, ninety percent of our population to the mainland? So why not give it all back? Some of the Cowichan kids started it in the subdivisions nearer the coast, torching the houses last winter. Give it a couple of hundred years, and people will be making violins from the trees we’re planting.”

He didn’t want to say it, but her newly wild world—without roads, without houses—filled him with a terrible bitterness he could not describe. “They won’t sound the same,” he said.

“Nope,” Jacob said. “Not at all the same.”

That night he lay a long time in the half-sleep of pain and painkillers, his shoulder numb from Sophie’s ministrations that evening. He could not escape the crash of the old Sitka spruce hitting the ground, the crunch of five hundred years of upward growth giving in, finally, to gravity. He wondered if it would still be standing if he hadn’t mentioned it to Jake fifteen years ago, in the middle of the night, when he was going to demolition sites looking for old spruce and wild with ambition for Delgado, who would play Moscow and Barcelona and Singapore. Jake had asked where it was: Did he remember how to get there? Could he find it on a map?

Mason did remember, and said I’d like to be there. I’d like to listen to it. A couple of months later, Jake had mentioned it again, and here we are, he thought, his shoulder throbbing dully on the other side of Nepenthe.

● ● ●

The day Mason returned from the island, Eddie woke him up just before midnight, when it was still hot and airless.

“I gotta. Go. In.” he said.

“Where?” Mason asked, stupidly, then realized what Eddie meant, found his shoes and helped the old man down to the curb, where they waited for an Uber, then waited at the hospital for seven hours, Eddie silent, breathing roughly in, and raggedly out again, while other patients paced, sometimes shouted, and a fluorescent tube above their heads flickered and hissed.

They kept him in for a couple of days. When Mason visited him with things from home—his tablet, a sweater, a newly refurbished violin for inspection—he was a shrunken, cranky man, complaining to the nurse in a small, petulant voice. It was so hot. Could they do something about it? The heat.

Mason sat with him while he ate, then walked an hour back to the shop, where he had set up a bed in the basement, the nearly-cool room that smelled of wood shavings and resin and glue, which was comforting while—on the other side of the peninsula—Eddie struggled with each breath in turn. Here it was almost quiet. Just Mason and the remaining problem: the sound post. Properly speaking, it should be made of spruce, like the front, but he wanted something that had seasoned longer than fifteen years. Something precious to hide away, something only he would know about.

There was the old fiddle, the one some frontiersman made out of wood salvaged from the skids that once ran through Gastown and the beams of longhouse. Once, shortly after he met her, Delgado came into the shop for an order of strings and Eddie brought it out. She played “Where Does That River Run?” and he had laughed, and asked her to play again, anything, to wake the violin up and keep it alive a little longer. She had played at length and with wild generosity: sweet old waltzes; the Québécois “Reel de Napoleon”; a Cape Breton lament.

Humming, he climbed the stairs. He let himself into the shop and opened the display case that held the old fiddle.

It was another crime. Nevertheless, he carried it downstairs to his bench. He did not want to think too much, so he worked quickly: pulling the old sound post out and adding a new one, returning the violin to the store’s display case. Downstairs, the old bit of dowel was rough against his fingers. Cedar, maybe from the same post in the longhouse on the Fraser, light and ancient and marked by the original luthier’s rough knife. Fragrant when he warmed it with his hands, but no potent aromatics, just a deep and redolent dust.

Then he fitted it, and it hid so perfectly in his violin, maybe no one would know the terrible thing he had done, the secret history he had stolen like all the other secret histories that constituted his violin. He knew, though, all the courses that materials took, from Nigeria, from the islands, from demolished bungalows in east Van, from vacant lot rabbits, and from Stanley Park.

● ● ●

Even from his bed, even on oxygen, Eddie was critical when Mason brought it upstairs, examining it with an eyeglass until he conceded that the sound was as fine, in its own way, as any number of other violins he’d seen. Finer, even, than the composites he’d started to use for his own work (when he could work), corene and carbon fiber.

“You made something, kid.” It had been a long time since anyone had called him kid, even Eddie. “Does it have a name?” Eddie asked.

“Does it need one?” If it had to be named it should be something elegant and sonorous. Kiidk’yaas. “I don’t know. The Vancouver violin.”

“Better than that.”

Eddie wouldn’t play it, and neither would Mason. Delgado was swamped at the center, and had a toddler, so while the violin—Spruce Goose?—was finished in September, they didn’t hear it until the New Year.

She was late. That was okay. The toddler was with her, which was slightly disturbing, but Mason figured they could keep her away from the detritus of the apartment, which was mostly workshop. And there were dry little cookies, at least, to feed her, at the back of a kitchen cupboard.

“I meant to leave her at home, but you know Johnny got a last minute shift—”

“No worries,” Eddie said, quietly because he could only speak quietly now. “We’re just happy to see you.”

“This is it?”

Mason’s throat was unaccountably closed, so he just—Delgado juggled Belinda from one arm to the other. “Oh,” she said. “Oh.”

“Mommy?” Belinda murmured, sleepy.

“I’m going to put you down for a sec.”

She rubbed her hands on her jeans, Belinda now squatting at her feet, leaning on her knee.

“Oh,” she said. He thought he saw a tremor. Her face dropped into her neck, so her hair fell forward and she looked as she had when she was fourteen and coming into the shop for new strings special-ordered from Berlin, talking about Bach.

Then the bow drawn across the open E, and he heard it, the sweetly deep, the brightly clear reverberation. Delgado made a wild little laugh and ran a scale, another scale, then interlocking arpeggios. Ševčík.

At her feet, Belinda spoke to a little blue bear, patting her threadbare ears.

Delgado dropped the violin from her neck, cradled it. Her eyes were bright, as though with tears, but her voice was warm.

“It is—oh, Mason!”

“Will you play something?”

She played Beethoven. The Kreutzer Sonata, as though she remembered the night that had stuck forever in Mason’s heart: the Chan Center, and the Plaisir violin, and Delgado. Eddie leaned to the left side of his wheelchair, his eyes closed, the oxygen tank hissing faintly, the sound of people at the window, Belinda’s murmurs to Bear. All these interruptions should be maddening, but they were not, and only seemed to complement the room’s fragile magic.

When she was finished she sat heavily on the remaining chair.

“How long have you been working on it?”

“A while,” Mason said and saw her as she had been, fifteen and brilliant with an actual future stretching all the way to Paris. He had imagined hearing it for the first time in some acoustically perfect opera house, because the world would have recovered by then. He knew it was foolish, but it hurt to think Delgado would never carry it away from this provincial little corner.

“What will you do with it now,” she asked, a wobble in her voice, the harmonics of longing. “Who’ll play it?”

It was strange to him that she needed to ask.

“No.” she said when she understood. “Oh no. No.”

Belinda looked up from Bear. “Mommy. Mommy?”

“You can use it in your classroom, can’t you? I think it’ll age okay. It’ll open up.”

She didn’t respond for a minute, but crouched down to where Belinda sat with Bear, her brow furrowed with worry for her mother. Then she stood and asked, “Does it have a name?”

“See? It should have a name,” Eddie said.

Mason heard the oceanic crash of falling spruce, his own cry as he hit the dirt at the base of a shining willow in Stanley Park. The market garden and the homestead, the lake, the abandoned subdivisions and the burn lines that still showed through the underbrush, the ghost forests, the dead black teeth of what had once—a long time ago—been a rainforest. And among them, Jacob still cutting lumber and helping out at the garage when he could, fishing and hunting. Sophie in the greenhouses and the gardens, with her new Garry oak trees and her transfigured arbutus, the beetle-resistant spruce that would never, ever, be the kind of tonewood he wanted. The firebreaks of trembling aspen, the return of cougars. The steady erosion of human shapes: foundations and roads all lost to the burgeoning forest.

“Nepenthe?”

As he said it, he wasn’t sure what it meant: a physick that would make the end easier; a draft of healing medicine.

“Nepenthe.” Eddie said. “There it is.”

● ● ●

“Remember,” Sophie had said before he left. “You’re going to come back here for good, eventually. It’s still home.”

Unspoken: come back when Eddie has died and you’re ready to give up on global dreams and figure out how to live out the rest of your days in this shopworn future.

He had just nodded through the ache of disappointment that had accompanied him for decades, now. But a tiny, exhausted part of him almost liked imagining it, how he’d go back to work in the garden, raising saplings for the new forest that even now overtook the old world, watching kids disappear into the wild.

● ● ●

Masami Lucretia Delgado plays the Nepenthe violin daily for forty-five years, even if it’s only ten minutes when she gets home from work, her kids playing noisily outside the bedroom. Five minutes before everyone else is awake, Belinda fourteen and saying Mom are you seriously playing right now? she plays it on the day they leave their apartment because the seawall at the mouth of False Creek has failed. She plays it in the back of a car as they drive inland, toward interim housing in which they’ll live for five years. Nepenthe is a fixture in the temporary-but-actually-permanent school she establishes in a slipshod village on the Fraser River. Together, she and Nepenthe accompany Belinda’s wedding, and Masami’s grandchildren fall asleep to lullabies from those strings. Despite her daily practice, she will never hear its most perfect expression: the violin will be its best long after the maker is dead, and the first hands that played it are too crippled by arthritis to make more than sighs. But she will play on while she can, because the violin must not go to sleep, and the longer she plays it, the more the alchemy of sound—the resin, perhaps, the glue, the cellular acoustics of the wood itself—will transform the object, preparing it for its ultimate player. Maybe her youngest daughter—the finest musician of all her children—or her granddaughter, will first hear the violin open up into its richest, fullest tone. Maybe it will be someone a hundred years in the future, who lives in a different world than we do, but who will pick up the instrument and draw her bow across the strings, releasing the reverberations of a thousand thousand crimes and accidents into the singing air.
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When God Sits in Your Lap

Ian Tregellis
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I was jammed to the gills in the City of Angels the night some dumb onion started a war in heaven. And I was still piffled, a few hours later, when it ended.

I’d been weighing down a stool in my favorite gin mill, chewing face with a bottle and trying not to leave a puddle. A geriatric air chiller slowly lost its fight against entropy while the happy lady fumbling with her client in the corner gave us all a case of the hot pants, so the tapster barked at them to scram. They did, but not before pausing in the open doorway to let a devil wind rifle our pockets for loose change. (It got no business from me. You’d keep your cabbage in a shoe, too, if you’d ever lost a sawbuck to a Cherub’s grift.) 

“Huh,” said her date. “Lookit that, shootin’ stars.” And pointed in the general direction of the sky. 

“Gosh,” said the sleepy-time girl. “Ain’t it something?” 

“Perseids,” mumbled the pie-eyed hard-case beside me.

“That’s in the summer, rummy,” said another.

“It’s all shimmery up there and—wowee!—getting brighter and brighter.”

“Quandrantids,” said the jane at the end of the bar. Rumor had it she’d been a professor, though of what I couldn’t say. Maybe she still was. “It’s the Quadrantids this time of year. But you can’t see them from the city. Too much light pollution. So shut the damn door.”

Yet by now, and even through the jaundiced haze of the city, the sliver of sky visible from my perch had lit up like photons were going out of fashion. Half the bar went outside to watch; the other half finished their drinks before joining the rubbernecks.

I closed my eyes, concentrated, and felt the Earth wobbling through its orbit like a shopping cart pushed by a peg-leg sailor. I felt the moon tagging along like a clueless suitor who can’t take a hint; the slosh of magma; a faint jostling from other planets; drag, like a headwind, as the Earth plowed through a wispy cloud of cometary debris; even the whisper of dark matter ghosting through the planet. But the figures didn’t add up. This wasn’t a meteor shower. 

Too bright were these fireballs, too long in tail, too vivid in hue. I saw selenium recombination lines, a vanadium doublet, even the apple-cheeked glow of a forbidden transition in yttrium: all too tony for interplanetary dust. This was high technology cascading into the atmosphere. 

Some palooka had fired a satellite killer. 

Maybe the monkeys had finally tired of wrecking this joint, so they turned their peepers skyward. It figured. They’d been cold-shouldering the feeds from the climate satellites for a few decades now. If they hadn’t, the mercury might not have been tipping 100 on the Feast of the Epiphany. And I wouldn’t be sweating like a fink under the bright lights. 

That’s the monkeys for you: never more creative than when finding new ways to disappoint. There are those in the Choir, the real lollipops, who say they can’t help it—that it’s in their nature. That they’ll grow out of it. But having already sat a spell, waiting for the locals to evolve, I knew better.

All of which is to say I wasn’t in the mood for some drip’s tale of woe. But the sad sack in the corner had been lamping me all evening. If he’d stared any harder I would’ve charged a fee. Maybe he was fixing to charge me, but I knew every joy girl and gunsel on this strip, and he was neither. He looked like he still had something to lose and it just rolled under the couch. 

“What gives, buster? You’re giving me a complex.”

Someday I’ll learn. Someday.

He joined me at the bar. Dressed like the carriage trade, he was. Gold chain sparkling under his unbuttoned collar, nice shine on his shoes. I wondered what long fall had brought him here. Maybe we could swap sob stories.

“Tom Darlington,” he said, mauling my paw. “I hear you solve problems.”

I got too busy rolling my eyes to remember where I’d heard that name. “If that were true, pal, I wouldn’t have so many of my own.” 

He nodded at the tapster, who nodded back. “He says you helped him huge.”

That’s gratitude for you. Do a guy a favor and in return he spreads rumors about you. He’d been having a problem with skipouts and freeloaders. All I did was tail the chiselers into an alley and give them an eyeful of the old glamour. I don’t know what he thinks I did, but we’d agreed he’d throw a blanket over the mess, no payment required other than serving up paint thinner but only charging me for rotgut.

“You did, Bayliss.” At least he had the grace to look like a vicar caught tippling the communion wine. “I figured maybe you could make a few bucks, spreading the help around to those who need it.”

“That was enlightened self-interest.”

My new friend, Tommy, said, “This could be, too. I can pay you well.” His shoes winked at me. They seemed a trustworthy pair, so I let him read me the headlines.

“All you gotta do is talk to my mom.”

Oof. “Look, Jack, I’m not a fan of family drama.”

It’d be a sore spot with you, too, if you had my family. It wasn’t by choice that I’d lammed it to Earth.

“No, see, it’s real simple. Mom got remarried about a year ago. Dad died nine, ten years back. Anyway, she hooks up with this sleazy gold digger, and before long she’s acting weird. She doesn’t answer my calls, won’t even see me. Her only son!”

The thing about sitting around waiting for the locals to evolve is that it gives you a ringside seat to every weakness of their poor unevolved souls. 

“Uh-huh. You know, kid, digging gold implies there’s gold to dig. So is this about missing dear old mother, or is it about an inheritance?”

The little creep didn’t even look abashed. He flashed me a smile so genuine I could barely see the porcelain.

“Just help me talk some sense into her. Help me convince her that douche has got her head twisted on backwards. Once she’s thinking clearly again, and boots his slick ass to the curb, I won’t forget my friends.”

“You mean once she loosens the tourniquet on your trust fund.”

“Call it what you want. But know I’m generous with my friends. I pay my debts.”

“Yeah, yeah. I get the picture. You’ll peel a few leaves for me when you’re rolling in the cabbage.”

“Just show her the light of reason.” He poured the rest of his drink down his throat. “Better still, convince her to get him out of the picture.”

I didn’t like the angles. “Go climb your thumb, pal. Find another sap.”

The sharper lobbed a frown over the bar. “Does he always talk like this?”

The bartender shrugged. “Pretty much.”

“I wasn’t born yesterday” (isn’t that the truth) “and your math doesn’t add up. Why should she entertain a two-bit nickel grabber like me when she won’t give the time of day to the fruit of her womb? She doesn’t know me from Adam.” 

“But I hear you’re persuasive.”

The glamour trick again. I should have dialed it up right then, distracted this dope to get him off my case. 

Instead, I said, “People do enjoy a raconteur. I’m known for my conversational wit. But I can’t make folks do things they don’t want to do.” The rust on my glamour is too thick. But I saw no percentage in explaining that, so I kept it buttoned.

“Look. For all I know that scumbag has shipped her off somewhere, or worse. More than anything I just want to be sure she’s OK. Honest.”

“You say she’s been married to this creep for a year. Why the sudden concern? If he’s as bad as you say, why weren’t you running up the flags before they hitched?”

He looked at me but he was seeing something else. “It’s been worse lately. Before this, I could at least talk to her. But the last time I spoke to her she hardly made sense. Like, really paranoid, you know?”

I suppose I have a soft spot for hard-luck swells on account of being one myself. I sighed.

“What’s the address?”

That old mammalian rhythm of his blinking changed, like he had something caught in the corner of his eye. “I’ll blink it over to your lenses,” he said.

I snagged a napkin with my elbow and slid it over. “Give it to me the civilized way.”

He frowned, briefly trying to peer into my peepers before flinching as if somebody’d just stuck a heater in his ribs. (Windows to the soul, and so forth.) Our conversation took five while he motioned our mutual friend for another drink. His hand shook when he raised the glass to his mouth. He only spilled a little. Over the rattling of ice, he said, “No lenses? What, you some kind of caveman or something?”

“Hey, lay off the Neanderthals. They were all right.”

He gave me a look. It wasn’t my size. I gave it back.

The professor rolled a pen our way. Darlington scribbled on the napkin. At a loss for what to do next, the darb paid my tab. All of it. I let him: as retainers went, it wasn’t chicken feed.

“That’s swell of you,” I said.

“Plenty more where that came from,” he said. “If . . . ”

I left that one flapping on the clothesline. I don’t like innuendo. It gives me the vapors. 

● ● ●

The evening hyperloop run from L.A. to San Diego is too short for anything but a cigarette and second thoughts. Of the latter I had plenty, but got only halfway through the former before a railway bull flashed his buzzer at me and threatened to toss me in the cooler. I remember a time when the countryside was nothing but citrus groves and every joe and jane considered smoking in public a social contract, like Mulholland’s water. Better days.

I lit another pill as soon as I made the platform. At the taxi terminal I recited Darlington’s address and settled in to wait for a car. I hired a round-trip, figuring the job a short one: meet the bird, slip her the glamour, suggest she call Tom. So I counted easy money and watched the sky. 

They were still at it up there. Even through the LED glare of the station lights, the haze of smoke wreathing my head, and the silvery glow of a nearly full moon, the incandescent shimmer of burning aerospace debris made a hell of a show. The way I read the leaves, somebody had poked the wrong loogan and now they were busting up the furniture. 

A warm breeze ripped my cigarette smoke to tatters. A warmer breeze folded those scraps of dirtied air into the far fringes of thermodynamic possibility. My exhalations became swirls of anti-entropy, beefing at me to phone home. I’d been getting little hints like this for a while, but I’d learned the hard way not to get my hopes up.

“Nuts to you,” I said, and crushed the pill underfoot.

My car arrived. The door opened. I climbed in. The machine pulled away from the platform and soon merged into the late evening traffic. I’d have lit another pill, but the message from home had put me off that vice. So instead I loosened my flask. Not enough to get stinko, but enough to dip the bill while my ride sidled up the coast. 

The houses got bigger and I got tighter. Remembering the way little Tommy Darlington dressed to go slumming in a low-rent gin mill, I wondered just how big they’d get.

Just after a turn inland, the safety alarm decided I’d gone too long between headaches. The console flashed red and amber as the car entered a shutdown mode. It pulled off the road and eased to a stop before I used up a whole month’s supply of blue words. GPS had gone down. 

Myrna Darlington’s mansion wasn’t far, so I hoofed it. Not that I have hooves; back home, those are reserved for the high rollers. But the Seraphim have three pairs of wings, too, and never walk. Some people have all the luck.

Not me. And not some of the poor saps down on the coastal highway. Judging from the honking, the crunching, the tire squeals and—eventually—the sirens, mine wasn’t the only ride to suffer an ing-bing as orbital antisatellite platforms wrecked the joint. But it might have been one of the few to shut down with time for an amen.

I followed the blacktop ribbon higher into the hills, a hot dry wind sandblasting my face. Anti-erosion measures had given up the ghost two or three droughts ago, so the topsoil had nothing better to do. I kept eyes on the road ahead and behind. I didn’t trust the sensors in the road to keep joyriders from smearing me across the pavement. 

I sighted a glow over the hills, and wondered if wreckage from the tangle in orbit had made it down to the cheap seats. But the road kept heading that way and I kept following it, so I found out soon enough. 

And immediately wished I’d taken the time to scrape my face or pin on a clean collar. I was calling on forty billion dollars.

The Darlingtons had decided to fiat some lux. It streamed from every window of the mansion. It gave me a nice view of the grounds, which were lush and green in a way I hadn’t seen since Adam and Eve said, “I do.” The dancing fountains were a nice touch; I wondered when the showgirls would be out. Droughts or no, the Darlingtons drew a lot of water in this burg. Literally, it would seem. 

The nests in this neck of the woods came with wrought iron gates to keep busted flushes like me from rubbing our empty pockets all over the topiary. But the Darlingtons’ gate looked like it had lost a fight with a real torpedo so, with a touch of my hat to acknowledge the security camera, I let myself onto the grounds. It was easy to find my way: I followed the skid marks to a convertible heap sitting skew-whiff beneath a porte cochère, metal still ticking as the engine cooled. It was a real road burner, too, the kind they don’t make any longer, from back when cars were fast and dangerous and accessories to sin. Shame about the grille and lights, but kudos to the gate for giving as good as it got. It’s a dog-eat-dog world. Blood suggested the driver’s face had lost a similar argument with the steering wheel.

Somebody had come home in a hurry.

The wind gusted hard enough to send mist from the fountains to cool my neck. I faced the breeze, using a handkerchief to wipe the worst of the dust from my pan. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to be a little more presentable. But entropy again took a breather as the moist eddies swirling around the Ionian columns started tracing a pattern that, when viewed through a squint at just the right perspective, looked suspiciously like a slice through the zeta function.

Somebody back home was determined to get my attention. I was equally determined to ignore them. 

“Go jump in a lake,” I said. “You’re all wet.”

I rounded the bashed-up jalopy but paused with my hand over the doorbell, breathing deeply, eyes shut, ears open. (It’s relaxing, like listening to a ball game on the radio, or eavesdropping on a confessional.) I heard no Hail Marys, but I did feel vibrations coming up through the foundation into the soles of my shoes. Not something a monkey would notice, but short, sharp, and repetitive just the same, like some mook was taking lessons from Joe Louis.

I rang the bell. The banging stopped. The house fell quiet, but that only lasted until the door opened. I did my best to look angelic while a geezer in a tailcoat fixed me with a dead pan.

“May I help you?”

“I’m beyond it, but it’s jake of you to ask. I’m here to speak with the lady of the house.”

His frown faltered, and his gaze flicked to the car before darting back to me.

“The lady of the house?”

“Myrna Darlington. The one who pays your scratch.”

“Ms. Darlington is not meeting callers presently. Good evening, sir.”

He made to close the door. My toe made that difficult. 

“Sir, I kindly suggest you return at a more respectable hour. In the meantime, if you do not depart at once, I’ll have no choice but to summon the authorities.”

“In that wise, how about the man of the house? Not that it isn’t a kick in the pants, flapping my gums at you.”

I gave him a grin, looked him in the eye, and nudged my glamour. Not so much that he’d squiff out, but just enough to tip the dice. Blood returned to whitened knuckles as he released his death grip on the door.

“Who may I say is calling?”

Tricky question. I answered in kind. “Philo Vance.”

“And your business is?”

“I’ve got a swell set of brushes in my suitcase.”

“Good evening, sir. I’ll again ask you to depart.”

“Nah, I’m just making a gag. I’m here on the business of her son, Thomas.”

That did the trick. I’d said the magic word, and the cave of wonders opened before me. 

I’d never been asked to wait in a parlor before. Cigar smoke outgassed from cherry wood and ostrich leather; it didn’t take much effort to taste the ghost of exhaled brandy fumes haunting the higher shelves of the book cases. I suppose when you roll in this much dough your mansion needs a place for shaking hands and making deals. I wondered what kind of secrets I might have uncovered had I gone to the trouble of retracing the air currents in the room to reconstitute a conversation or two. 

The walls that weren’t covered with bookshelves or windows overlooking the gardens were hung with framed action photos of rockets, mass drivers, scramjets. A glass case next to the sideboard contained a model of a hypersonic shuttle, gleaming like a skiv poised to shank the heavens.

The nickel dropped. I had heard the name before. Darlington Aerospace: old Myrna had made her dosh on the high frontier. No wonder she wasn’t taking callers. Tonight’s light show probably had her doing figure eights. Each flash or flare might have been nothing but an ooh or aah to regular joes like you and me, but probably a billion in lost contracts to the Darlingtons.

I liked the timing of this not very much.

I parked my body on a leather sofa softer than my bed. Hat on my lap, I lit a match and thought hard while it burned down to my thumbnail. By the time I shook it out, I’d decided it was still a rotten setup.

The door opened, and in came a real jasper. Some say clothes make the man, but this man didn’t need any making. His mug would have been at home on the silver screen—I could practically hear the pop of flashbulbs as the newshawks followed him around town. I wondered if he always wore his shirt half unbuttoned. Either way, I couldn’t blame a bereaved widow for doffing the black veil to shack up with this one.

Couldn’t blame him either. Had I his looks, I’d be on the prowl for a butter-and-egg woman, too. He’d hooked a prizewinning fish.

He entered the room in fourth gear. “Look, major, I’ve already told you—”

Then he stopped, blinking at me as he realized he’d miscounted the trumps. He ran a hand through his hair; he’d worked up a sweat, doing what I couldn’t say, but enough that his mane had broken free of the shellac. But one look and he had me pegged for a down-and-outer. (Not just a pretty face, then. I could see why little Tommy was fretting.) The tomcat went straight to the desk, unlocked a drawer, and pulled out a checkbook. 

“It’s late and I’m busy, so let’s get this over. How much does he owe you this time?”

I looked at the leather portfolio in his hands and licked my lips. Five yards, I wanted to say. 

“You’ve got your wires crossed, chum. This isn’t a shake down.”

That caught him short. His sleeve rode up when he tossed the checkbook back on the desk; I glimpsed bloodstains seeping through fresh white gauze. He re-buttoned his cuffs when he caught me rubbernecking. Didn’t want to make him feel self-conscious, so I pretended not to notice the matching conk on his noggin.

“Who are you, exactly?”

I gave him the short version. “For the purposes of this discussion, let’s say I’m Tommy’s pal and leave it at that.”

“So this is about money.”

“He would deny that.”

That got a laugh. Like I’d said, people enjoy my conversational wit. He moved to the sideboard and gave the ice a few jabs with a pick. When he dropped the chips in a tumbler, the tremor in his hands wasn’t as extreme as when Tommy tried to see my peepers, but it was there. Fiddling with the sideboard seemed to calm him, though. 

“Drink?”

“It was a thirsty walk. My hack died.” 

“Tough luck,” he said, his back to me as he filled a second tumbler with ice and something that didn’t smell like paint thinner. 

“Same for whoever drives that jalopy outside.”

His free hand moved up as if to touch his forehead, but he caught himself. Calmed with a visible effort, he turned and crossed the room to me. The movement coaxed a faint glint from a little golden cross dangling on a chain behind his open collar.

I took the glass he offered. “Here’s mud in your eye.”

He leaned on the desk—Don’t get comfortable, it said—and raised his glass in kind. 

“So you’re here at Thomas’s behest, yet somehow not about money.” He sipped again. “That’s a new one, chief.” 

“Here’s a card, dealt straight from the top of the deck. He’s worried about his mother. Says she’s been ducking his calls. He asked me to check on her well-being.”

“Myrna is perfectly well. But a woman in her position, with her responsibilities, is extremely busy. She can’t come running every time he bottoms out his bank account. She’s a businesswoman, not a cash dispenser. Thomas doesn’t understand that.” 

A convincing argument, undermined only a little by the way he subconsciously massaged the bandage on his forearm with his free hand. Interesting, that. When he saw me seeing it, his hand fell to the desk again. His eyes turned hard as flint and just as colorful.

“And what exactly are your qualifications?”

“Call me Bayliss. My qualifications are a compassionate nature and what you might call a professional study of the human condition.”

“I take it you’re not a doctor.” He wet his beak again. At that rate, he’d lap me in no time flat.

“No. And I lost my pension, too, when you demoted me.” He quirked an eyebrow over the lip of his glass. “A moment ago you called me, ‘major.’ And me with my flat feet, imagine that. Who did you expect to find waiting in here?”

Straightening, he set the empty tumbler on the blotter behind him. “Tell you what, chief. When Myrna comes up for air again”—I was careful not to react to that intriguing choice of words—”I’ll tell her to ring Tommy.”

“They’d both appreciate it. But be a pal, won’t you, and let me earn my honest pay.”

“A woman like Myrna Darlington doesn’t meet with casual drop-ins. Frankly, neither should I.” He loomed over me. “So interface with her scheduler if you want a spot on her calendar. I’m sure something will open up in a few weeks.”

I’d backed him into a corner. Another push and he’d start hissing. But it’d been a long day, and a long walk, so the last thing I needed was a snarling match. I reached for my glamour again, figuring a light touch would do the trick, just enough to loosen his noodle. But before I could give him a snootful of the old heiligenschein, a knock at the parlor door drew his attention. He turned away. The servant entered, blowing my chance. I’d have to tweak both of them just to reach the tomcat, but I’d already worked the dipsy-doodle on the geezer; twice in the same month might send him into an epileptic wingding.

“Sir.” The geezer paused just long enough to read the room. “The, ah, visitors you were expecting have arrived.”

I know my cue when I hear it. So I drained my glass and stood, making a show of checking my watch. “It’s turning into a regular Grand Central around here.”

“Peter, help our guest, won’t you?”

“No need for Baume’s rush. I’ll see myself out.”

“Please, allow us. I wouldn’t want you to become lost.”

“Aren’t you the real cream.” I donned my hat, flicked the brim. “It’s been swell.”

My buddy Peter didn’t lead me out the way I’d entered. Guess they didn’t want me rubbing elbows with the new arrivals. But that was jake with me, as it gave me a chance to case the joint. Nothing to write home about, until we passed a stairwell where rusty stains stippled a runner on the lower landing. They reeked of the supernova that spewed the iron atoms that eventually came to rest in the hemoglobin in the tomcat’s bandages. It made me sneeze. 

Peter opened a door. “Good evening, sir.”

“See you in the funny papers.”

He didn’t slam the door in my face. 

I figured on one more stop before I could call it a night, and my feet were already killing me, but I had the bit in my teeth. So I crept around Darlington’s shack, feeling like a window peeper, until I could lean around the corner for a view of the porte cochère. 

Somebody had moved the banged-up jalopy while I was inside. In its place sat a black sedan with tinted windows and military plates. The driver, standing ready to open the rear door when somebody important returned, wore a uniform. But I gathered this wasn’t just a fancy-dress party.

The flyboy was rodded up.

● ● ●

Once past the gate, I did the math and found I didn’t like the sum.

If my client’s account was watertight, then Myrna had started going off her nut right around the time I had started getting the phone-home messages. He and I had both chosen to do nothing. Then skip ahead roughly a year to tonight: the night he decided to hire a go-between just happened to be the same night his mother’s fortune came raining down from the heavens.

In fact, the lightshow overhead now spread from horizon to horizon, east to west. The flashes had also moved to higher inclinations since I’d been inside. I figured that was bad news for anything hoping to sidestep the brawl by crouching in a polar orbit.

Twinkle, twinkle, little star . . .

And twinkle they did. Naturally at first, then with a vengeance as somebody modulated the electromagnetic fine-structure constant like a hop-head playing the skins.

“Yeah, yeah, message received,” I said. “Just can the broken-record act.”

Then I touched my brim at the security camera, because if you’re going to do something flash you might as well do it with style, and stepped into the Pleroma.

● ● ●

First thing after ditching the vale of tears, I peeled off my monkey suit and massaged my aching muscles. My shoulders were killing me. So would yours, if you spent your days crouching in Euclidean space. 

There is a spot, call it an overlook, on something I’ll call a coastline, from which you can watch a quintillion-dimension symmetry group lap against the sea-slicked bedrock of raw causality. At times, when the light is just right, you can see the distant waves illuminated by the benthic glow of a prime number foundry. And if you listen hard, you can even hear the sea fizzing where new Mersennes bubble to the surface. The breeze smells like neutron-activated iodine. It’s a swell place for cooling the heels, and I missed it. So I went there. 

I conjured a gimlet and a pill, smoked one and drank the other while storm clouds gathered on the horizon. It wouldn’t be a long wait. A roiling cloud of ash, blacker than India ink, slithered toward me on 144,000 constantly flickering bolts of lightning. Say what you will about the Choir, but nobody makes an entrance like a Power.

Half a cigarette later, the storm was kicking dust into my glass. 

I said, “Go soak your head.”

“Bayliss,” it said. “Long time no see.”

“The vote was nearly unanimous, as I recall.”

“I’m not the one who got you run out of town,” said the Power. “You brought that particular grief on yourself.”

I chewed on that but didn’t like the taste, so I spit it out. “You didn’t reel me back in just to feed me sugar.”

“I’m doing my civic duty, spreading the word. You should know that things are changing, Bayliss.”

“You should know that the monkeys have a saying. ‘Change is the only constant.’ ” Something like that.

The cloud churned. I could smell the sterile neutrinos boiling from it. I suppose that when you don’t have eyes to roll, you have to make do with what you can.

It said, “METATRON is on the move.”

I allowed myself a slow whistle to release the steam building between my ears. “Whew.”

None in the Choir—not even the flaming sword types—understand the true nature of METATRON, and anybody who claims otherwise is feeding you spaghetti. We tend to think of it as the Voice of God: the last time it went on a tear, the echoes shook Creation from top to bottom. You might say our perch, the Choir loft, experienced a sudden and unwelcome remodeling. Some tigers are best left un-poked.

Then, for the second time that night, a nickel dropped. “This wasn’t a courtesy call. You bums are worried that I’m the one that’s got METATRON climbing the walls.” I shook my head. “Brother, you’ve got your heads screwed on backward if you think a penny-ante operator like me has that kind of juice. You know this, Sam. So what gives?”

“We just want to know you’ve been keeping your nose clean, Bayliss.”

“No, you’re looking hang a red light on me. Well, go spit in your hat, pal. I’m innocent as an altar boy.”

I looked upon the sea. Sam’s passage had incinerated a few newly manifested prime numbers, eradicating them from the Mantle of Ontological Consistency. Humans would never notice, though: at their present rate, they’d destroy themselves long before they ventured that deeply into the number line.

Hmmm. Interesting thought. Not a nice one.

I turned again and, suspecting I already knew the answer, asked the boiling Power, “How long has METATRON been thrashing in its sleep?”

There was a time when the most philosophically inclined monkeys liked to entertain their pals with ruminations about how many of us could dance on the head of a pin, or whether one of us could know more in the evening than we did in the morning. But after chewing the fat with Sam, I knew less than I had in many a day. And I remember when every day got its own verse in Genesis. 

But it was grand, our view from the high window. Above and around us, the kaleidoscopic infinitudes of the Choir’s Magisteria. Spread below us, the entirety of mortal existence. Long ago I’d buried it deep, but it hit me then, how much I missed this place. Metaphorical hat in hand, I faced the Power.

“Level with me, Sam. What are the chances—”

“If you remember anything,” it said, reaching past me to knot a passing cosmic string, “give me a call.”

With a sigh, I tucked the quipu in my pocket. Sam flickered and boomed with delight as a particularly bright streak spread hypervelocity debris across the terminator. Earth orbit was now punctuated by point detonations, too, little popcorn puffs of gammas and X-rays. 

Over the whistle of high-energy electrons corkscrewing down the Earth’s magnetic poles, it asked, “What’s the story down there, anyway?”

“Same old story.” I crushed the pill underfoot, drained my glass. “Love thy neighbor.”

● ● ●

I’d intended to use the chin-wag with Sam as a shortcut back to the gin mill. It’d take a real sourpuss to call me back home but deny me the freedom of travel within. But I was peddling my fish in the wrong market, because I popped out of the Pleroma exactly where I entered it. What a scream. I squared my shoulders for a long walk back, but managed two steps before the bulls slipped a collar on me.

● ● ●

I should have known that a high roller like Myrna Darlington would keep private muscle. I don’t know where they’d been when I arrived; something had kept them preoccupied. Maybe that’s why the tomcat first figured me for somebody else: rare is the nickel-grabber who slips past a billionaire’s tackle and end. So the hard numbers were embarrassed, juiced up, and aching to redeem themselves. The perfect recipe for calm and measured discourse.

“Why were you loitering outside Ms. Darlington’s gate?” said one, while her partner slammed a telephone book across my pan. I can’t guess where she found one of those old things, but I can tell you she hadn’t skipped debate practice. Solid technique. 

“Go fry a stale egg.”

“We got you on camera, wise guy.”

“Then you know I wasn’t loitering. You have me coming up the drive, getting invited inside for a chat and a drink, and then you have me going down the drive again. So stuff a sock in in the bluster, why don’t you.”

“We have you coming outside and mugging for the camera. Ten minutes later, you’re still there. And now we’re here.”

So the fix was in: I’d been in the Pleroma during those few earthly minutes. To mortal perception, I’d stepped into a shadow and completely disappeared before emerging from a similar shadow moments later. These palookas couldn’t have seen me. So who’d tipped them off?

“Tommy Darlington sent me,” I said. 

“What’s your cut? How much did they promise you?”

“Cut of what? And who’s ‘they?’ You got a frog in your pocket?”

Again the yellow pages. That one hurt. “Keep cracking wise, smart guy.”

“He sent me because he’s worried about his mother.”

“He realized he’d never succeed in court so he hired you to do his dirty work, is that it?”

“I was sent to talk, nothing else.”

“Lemme get this straight. Tonight, of all nights, he just happens to send a stranger nobody has ever met before?”

“You win the wristwatch.” 

They looked at each other. “What’s this? The circus?”

“Yeah, and I’m the lion tamer,” I said, giving my glamor everything it had.

● ● ●

At some point in the night, a jazz band decided the acoustics in my empty head would make a swell rehearsal space. And they were still going strong in the late-morning sunlight. Those kids had talent. Nice kids, too. By the time I made a lean breakfast, ate it, willed the worst bruises out of my face, scraped it, put a bandage on it, and pinned on a new collar, they were playing more quietly than an earthquake.

The newsfeeds were full of wise-heads yapping about accelerated Kessler cascades and emergency evacuations of orbital outposts. I sympathized. I knew how it felt to abandon a home in the heavens.

● ● ●

Libraries have changed since my day. Easier to navigate, harder to burn down. What the public library on Fifth lacked in papyrus scrolls and longbeards fluent in Aramaic it made up for with free access to news archives. 

Myrna’s last will and testament would be locked up tight with her attorneys, but I could track that down later. Instead I spent the afternoon pearl diving in the deep waters of the library’s archives. Came up with a few gems, too. Like the fact that little Tommy and his mother’s tomcat had been partners in a failed bid to put Myrna’s assets under a conservatorship. Whatever the basis of their claim, the court had thrown it out and—I gather—soon after that Myrna had done the same with Tommy. The tomcat had somehow kept on her sweet side (pinning the entire thing on the kid would be my guess) and now the erstwhile partners snapped at each other like sharks smelling blood. Little wonder, then, the grudge against the man who replaced his father. But my sympathy didn’t lie with them.

I felt for Myrna. She’d backed the wrong horse on this one, and it had cost her. 

● ● ●

People stood in doorways and on corners, looking up. The orbital brawling had petered out, but debris was still skimming into the ionosphere brightly enough to deface the hot blue sky. I hadn’t seen so much communal sky gazing since before the light bulb. The upturned faces outside the gin mill had changed, but not the expressions of pie-eyed delight on them. They’d learn soon enough.

I gave the tapster a nod. He returned it with interest, pointing me to the corner where slumped my de facto client. 

“You’re missing the show,” I said, hiking a thumb at the ceiling and, by extrapolation, the heavenly spheres.

Tom blinked at me, tumblers turning behind his eyes as he worked to remember how I fit into his world. I wondered what he’d been drinking, and whether I could join him in that cocoon of glassy-eyed bliss. Recognition dawned. The moment passed.

“What show? I’d hoped you’d gone to San Diego by now.”

“I did. You’ll get my invoice for the hyperloop ticket. But I forgot to pack an overnight bag. That one’s on me.”

He frowned, and the cloudy look came back over his face again. But I didn’t want him to drown, so I threw him a lifeline.

“Your stepdad—”

(That perked him right up. “He’s not my stepfather. He’s my mother’s husband.”)

“—is he the religious type, by any chance?”

“I don’t know. And I also don’t know what this has to do with my mother.”

“Speaking of, what about her? She a regular churchgoer?”

“No,” he said, a door slammed in one syllable. Whatever the story, I felt certain he hadn’t been sent to Catholic school. Maybe we weren’t so different.

“The shack where you grew up. What’s in the basement?”

He’d been expecting a fastball, but I guess I throw a mean curve. I waited while he chased it down. “You mean the lower level?”

“Minibar? Foosball table?”

“Mom’s home office is down there. That’s all.” With a shrug, he added, “Oh, and her panic room, I suppose.”

He’d mentioned paranoia. But when your worth is measured in eleven or twelve figures, it’s not paranoid to assume people are on the prowl for a piece of you. Hence the private muscle. But where had they been when I arrived?

He tossed back his drink and stood to leave.

I raised a hand. “One last question.” I let it dangle until he sat again. “When was the last time you physically saw your mother?”

● ● ●

When I left the gin mill en route to the hyperloop station, little Tommy had been on the horn with the bulls. But there was nothing in the live news feeds by the time the train pulled in to San Diego. If the prowl car boys had paid a visit to Myrna’s shack, somebody had tossed a blanket over what they found. 

There was no road-burner in the porte cochère this time, and nothing from the military vehicle pool, either. Workmen were too busy repairing the gate to object when I breezed past. Even the skid marks had been scrubbed away.

Peter answered the door again, looking exactly as he had the night before. You’d never suspect he’d spent the night in the eye of a storm. He even remembered the fake name I’d given him. What a pro. 

“Mr. Vance.”

“Do they ever let you off the leash, Peter?”

“I am not a dog, Mr. Vance.”

“No, you’re not. And I hope your employer remembers that on Boxing Day. Speaking of whom, I have an appointment with Ms. Darlington.”

That coaxed a raised eyebrow out of him. A dirty trick if that’s what it took to get him to break character but, then again, people don’t put me on retainer because they admire my character. 

He called my bluff. “This way, Mr. Vance.”

I let him install me in the parlor again. It hadn’t changed since my visit the previous night. I took a seat on the couch and plastered an innocent look on my pan. As soon as he closed the door I was across the room, jimmying the lock on the writing desk while a separate piece of my consciousness peeled off to slither under the door and glide along the corridor to the stairwell, past the blood-stippled landing runner, and down again.

The desk was a bust. Nothing but an empty checkbook.

Downstairs was a different story. Tommy hadn’t been lying about the panic room. Either that or Myrna Darlington had her very own bank vault. The steel door was scratched and dented along the edges, as was frame embedded in the surrounding wall. A crowbar lay on the floor nearby. I remembered the percussion underfoot when I first rang the bell, and the sweaty, slightly disheveled tomcat who met me in the parlor.

Quality work, that vault. It sealed airtight, even after all that abuse. So if I wanted to peep the panic room I’d have to start elbowing my way through the matrix of iron atoms. Tedious work. . . . But I’d barely slithered a few microns into the vault door when the parlor door opened.

Imagine my surprise when Myrna Darlington entered. Not a hair out of place, and very much alive. 

“Mr. Vance, is it?” 

She offered her hand, eyes twinkling like she was in on the joke. Her grip was stronger than the gray hair would suggest. I had to watch my step. She’d built a monolithic aerospace empire from the wreckage of all the others. I didn’t know the details and hadn’t followed her rise, but I’d been down here long enough to know that titans of business tend to a special kind of vicious. Defeating all comers in that arena takes brains, cunning, and a killer’s instinct. In other words, a real world-beater.

“Only sometimes,” I admitted.

“Ah, well, no matter. Nobody reads those old books anymore.” She gestured for me to sit as she crossed to the sidebar and got to work. “Willard Wright drank himself to death, you know. So did some of the pulp writers. If you’re the sightseeing type,” she added, using a bottle to gesture toward the coast, “one of the greats is buried in town.” 

Atomically sharp, this one. “I’ll pay my respects.”

“But I prattle. I hope my morbid fascinations won’t deter you from joining me?”

“If my hangover can’t, nothing can.”

She laughed, pouring them neat. 

“Thomas must be very worried. Peter said you called upon us yesterday evening as well.”

“Your son paints a vivid picture.”

She handed me a glass, studied my face. “Oh, dear.”

“Compliments of your wrecking crew.”

“Those fools. Do send Peter the hospital bill.”

“Like I told your husband, I’m not here for a shakedown. I’m here on Tommy’s behalf.”

“Hmm.” She considered that for the duration of a sip and swallow. “He didn’t mention the failed conservatorship, did he.”

“Neither did your husband.”

She breathed a conspiratorial sigh and raised her glass. “Roosters.”

I followed suit. “The whole damn farmyard.”

“May I ask, Mr. Not-Vance, what Tommy promised you?”

“The moon and stars if I walked you to his side of the street. I’m beginning to think he might not be good for it.”

“Perhaps not. But I am.”

“Amen, sister. I’ll drink to that.” 

“The moon and stars,” she said, a hard hitch in her voice, “but no more. The mortal sphere is all you get.” 

And in that moment I understood how little Tommy must have felt when he tried to look into my eyes, because Myrna’s peepers flickered with the embers of Creation. I’d been caught in the rain. I wondered how long METATRON had been whispering in her ear. I wanted to scram, I wanted to take a plant, but the Voice of God held me tight.

“On Earth as it is in Heaven,” she said.

I didn’t even feel the cosh.

● ● ●

I rolled over, grasping for purchase on the swaying floor. My twitching fingers landed in something soft, damp, and sticky. I opened my eyes and stumbled upright.

Myrna’s tomcat lay sprawled at my feet, wide unblinking eyes illuminated by a flickering amber glow, as if he’d been paralyzed by the dying embers of a paparazzo’s flashbulb. Even in death, the handsome jasper almost looked worthy of a photo spread in the society pages. Almost, because the icepick piercing his dinner jacket, shirt, and heart ruined the look. So did the pond of blood.

We were locked in a vault. I recognized the door, because I’d seen it—could still see it—from the other side via the sliver of my consciousness still trying doggedly to worm its way inside. I told him to take five as I studied my surroundings. 

To call this a panic room was to call a bakery a breadbox. The erratic illumination came from banks of screens. This is whence Myrna ran her empire. And whence METATRON, through her, turned Earth orbit into a junkyard.

I’d done the math wrong. The dead jasper had been trying to stop her.

He and Tommy, those who knew her best, had both sensed the touch of something inhuman in her. Nobody walks off a brush with METATRON, not even the heavy hitters in the Choir. But she hid it well enough to fool me for a few minutes. What a tomato.

● ● ●

I unfurled Sam’s calling card and waited for the collar. The Power hadn’t moved from where we’d spoken. I guess it enjoyed the view, too. It acknowledged my approach with a flicker and rumble.

“Let me guess,” I said. “METATRON went back to sleep.”

“How’d you manage it?”

“I told you, I’m innocent of the whole mess.”

“Yet you know what METATRON is doing.”

Mindful of the last thing Myrna had said to me, I nodded to the lightshow beneath us, where aerospace debris blazed firefly trails across the mortal sky. Nights would be like this from now on. Eventually, the monkeys would forget how it used to be. 

“This is a message. ‘On Earth as it is in Heaven.’ ”

“Explain.”

Sam got an earful of my speculation that the monkeys’ new confinement was a metaphysical echo of our own situation. METATRON wanted the Mantle of Ontological Consistency wrapped nice and tight around the mortal sphere—no leaving the monkeys to their own devices. That would be grim news in some quarters. And lucky me, the messenger.

“Sam, look. Now that I’m your bag man on Earth, isn’t it time we all agree—”

“The ledger isn’t cleared, Bayliss. Keep keeping your nose clean. But don’t call us, we’ll—”

“Yeah. I know the drill.” I touched my brim. “Thanks for nothing.”

I popped out of the Pleroma just a few paces from where I’d departed.

● ● ●

Back in the Darlington mansion, I scooped up the other piece of myself. Peter had dusted. I found Myrna in the garden, staring at the sky and mumbling to herself.

“Let’s blow this joint,” I said, taking her arm over my shoulders. I lifted gently. She was frail as a kite. The Voice of God had hollowed her out.

● ● ●

I called Tommy. 

“Your mother is in a two-day liquor cure in Redondo Beach,” I said.

The silence at the other end was just long enough for somebody to glance at the glass in his hand and sidestep some unwelcome introspection. “You’ve seen her? She’s ok?”

I gave him the address. “My advice? Get down there before the newshounds catch the scent. She’s going to need you.”

I cut the connection and looked at the sky. 

You’ll all need each other from now on. Because you’re never getting off this rock. 

And neither am I.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

A Guide for Working Breeds

Vina Jie-Min Prasad


[image: image]


Default Name (K.g1-09030)


hey i’m new here 
thanks for being my mentor 
although i guess it’s randomly assigned
and compulsory
anyway do you know how to make my vision dog-free?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Do you mean ‘fog-free’?
Your optics should have anti-fog coating if your body is newly issued.
Is the coating malfunctioning? 

Default Name (K.g1-09030)


oh no no
i meant like literally dog free
there’s a lot of dogs here somehow but they don’t seem to be real ones?
the humans i’ve asked say that the things i’m seeing as dogs are actually non-dogs
at least i think i was asking humans
they might have been dogs
anyway i tried searching “city filled with dogs help???” but i just got some tips on travelling to dog-friendly places
did you know that we’re the fifth most canine-hostile city in the region?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Just send me the feed from your optics.


Default Name (K.g1-09030)


okay hold on where’s that function
think i got it

* Live share from K.g1-09030: Optics feed

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Your optical input is being poisoned by adversarial feedback.
The misclassification will stop if you reset your classifier library.

Default Name (K.g1-09030)


oh hey
it worked!
although i kind of miss the dogs now
wonder if there’s a way to get them back

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Please don’t try.


Default Name (K.g1-09030)


anyway thanks lots for the help
by the way how do you change the name thing
like yours says constant killer up there
everyone at the factory’s been calling me default all week

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


It’s in the displayName string.
Change the parts in quote marks to what you want them to be.

Testtest Test (K.g1-09030)


oh yeahhh there we go
guess i’ll change it again when i think of something
how’d you come up with yours though? it sounds pretty cool

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


I’m part of the C.k series.
Most embodied AIs choose names based off their series designation.

Testtest Test (K.g1-09030)


oh cool, it’s like a reverse acronym!
so you picked the words from a dictionary file or something?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Something like that.
I have to go now. Work calls.

* Constant Killer (C.k2-00452) has signed out.

● ● ●

C.k2-00452 (“Constant Killer”): Unread Notifications (2)
Killstreak Admin

CONGRATS! You’re the Ariaboro area’s top killer!! A bonus target, SHEA DAVIS, has just been assigned to you! Send us a vid of your kill for extra points, and don’t forget to . . . 
iLabs Mentorship Program

Dear C.k2-00452, we regret to inform you that your exemption request has been unsuccessful. Mentorship enrolment is compulsory after chassis buyback, and is part of a new initiative to . . . 

● ● ●

Kashikomarimashita Goshujinsama (K.g1-09030)


hey again
just wanted to ask
do you know how to be mean to humans

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


What? Why?
And what happened to your name?

Kashikomarimashita Goshujinsama (K.g1-09030)


so i signed up to work at a cafe
you know the maid-dog-raccoon one near 31st and Tsang
but turns out they don’t have any dogs after what happened a few weeks ago so it’s just raccoons
it’s way less intense than the clothing factory but the uniform for humanoids is weird, like when i move my locomotive actuators the frilly stripey actuator coverings keep discharging static and messing with my GPU
at least i don’t have to pick lint out of my chassis, so that’s an improvement
anyway the boss says if i’m mean to the human customers we might be able to get more customers

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


That makes no sense. 
Why would that be the case?

Kashikomarimashita Goshujinsama (K.g1-09030)


yeah i don’t know either
i mean the raccoons are mean to everyone but that doesn’t seem to help with customers
and i’m the only maid working here since all the human ones quit
i picked this gig because the dogs looked cute in the vids but guess that was a bust 
so yeah do you know anything about being mean to human customers
i know about human bosses being mean to me but i don’t think that’s the same 
ha ha

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


As I’m legally required to be your mentor, I suppose I could give some specific advice targeted to your situation.


Kashikomarimashita Goshujinsama (K.g1-09030)


wow personally tailored advice from my mentor huh
that sounds great, go for it

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


The tabletops in your establishment look like they’re made of dense celluplastic, so you’ll be able to nail a customer’s extended hand down without the tabletop cracking in half. 
With a tweak to the nozzle settings of your autodoc unit and a lit flame, it’d make an effective flamethrower for multikill combos.
The kitchenette should be the most easily weaponised part of the cafe but it’s probably best to confirm. Before I go any further with tactics, do you have a detailed floorplan?

Kashikomarimashita Goshujinsama (K.g1-09030)


umm
thanks for putting that much thought into it
that seems kind of intense though?
like last week a raccoon bit someone super hard and my boss was really mad because he had to pay for the autodoc’s anaesthetic foam refill
he’s already pissed with my omelette-making skills
and well with me in general
kind of don’t wanna check if i can set customers on fire???
do you maybe know anything milder than that? like mean things to say or something

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


I talk to other beings very infrequently.
My contact with humans is usually from a distance.

Kashikomarimashita Goshujinsama (K.g1-09030)


oh wow
honestly after working here all day that makes me kinda jealous
thanks for the help anyway, it’s nice to have someone to talk to about this
hey you should stop by sometime! it could be like a little meet-up
me and my robot senpai

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Sorry. 
I probably won’t be available.

Kashikomarimashita Goshujinsama (K.g1-09030)


well if you’re ever free, you can drop by
i’m in whenever
like literally whenever
my boss set my charging casket to autowake me up when someone approaches the cafe door
even if it’s like 3 am and they’re a possum
don’t order the omelette though, i suck at it

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


I’ll keep that in mind.


● ● ●

Your A-Z Express Order ● ● ●1341128 Confirmation

Order Details: 


GET OME-LIT Flip-n-Fold Easy Omelette Flipper / Lime Green (Qty: 1)
VOGUEINSIDE Antistatic Band for Actuators / Puppy Polka-Dot (Qty: 2)
Is This Illegal? A Guide for Working Robots / iLabs Add-On* (Qty: 1) 

Deliver to:


K.g1-09030
MaidoG X Araiguma Maid Cafe
N 31st Street, Ariaboro 22831

* iLabs Add-Ons will be delivered via Infranet to recipient’s iLabs library.

Paid with: KILLSTREAK ACCUMULATED POINTS

Killstreak points remaining: 106,516,973

Thank you for shopping with A-Z Express!

● ● ●

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


hey mentor figure!
guess what?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


You have a new display name?


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


yeah!
i’m not going to let my job contract define every part of me
especially when the job sucks this hard since i don’t want to be defined by sucking
can’t wait for this one to be over
got a little countdown to my last day on my charging casket and everything 
i’ll miss ol’ chonkster the possum though
he was a good 3 am buddy
ate my omelettes even before i got the flipper thingy
thanks for that by the way

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


What do you mean?


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


the gift duh


Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


It could have been anyone.
For instance, one of your friends.

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


ha
joke’s on you, i don’t have any 
well there’s ol’ chonkster but i don’t think he knows about online commerce

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Really?
I thought you would have made some at the garment factory.

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


yeah well
they didn’t like us socialising too much so mostly everyone just sat there working until we needed to recharge
no infranet or nothing
which i have come to find out is actually illegal in factories that employ robots thanks to this add-on that mysteriously appeared in my library
maybe it’s from some sort of really helpful virus 
a virus that just sends me things relevant to my life problems

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Maybe.


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


if you know where to find the virus tell it i say thanks for the antistatic guards too
now i can bend my locomotive actuator joints it’s way easier to threaten to stomp on customers
and they have really cute dogs printed on them! i like the dachshunds around the border

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


What?


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh they’ve got like this dachshund print near the edge
it’s like dachshunds sniffing each other’s butts?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


No, the other part.


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh right
i figured out how to be mean to customers
okay i searched “why are cafe maids supposed to be mean to customers help???” and read all the results even the weird ads
so it turns out that you have to be mean but only in strangely specific ways that appeal to humans and don’t threaten the status quo
took some figuring out but now customers actually tip me
and the boss is less mad at me because he gets to claim all my tips
which i have found out is also illegal but i’m just gonna wait for the contract to be up so he doesn’t find a way to make things worse
i don’t like being mean to customers that much though

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


I can see how you would be bad at it.


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


ha thanks for the compliment i think
i can’t wait to leave but who knows if the next contract will be any better since i seem to have the worst luck with picking them even when i did research
like this one sounded like it had good dogs but oh well
anyway if you come over before this contract’s up i’ll totally make you an omelette

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


My current chassis isn’t built for food consumption.


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


yeah mine neither
i guess they reserve those ones for whoever passes the food prep tests
or whatever other job needs you to smell and taste and stuff
wine sniffer? do they even let robots do that?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Probably not.


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh right while we’re on the subject
just curious but how’d you do on the milestone tests?
my results were all over the place
they probably just approved me for general work since they didn’t really know what else to do with an a.i. that sucked that bad

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


My milestone test results indicated that I was detail-oriented and suitable for individual work.
Well, “unsuited for group work”, but same difference. 

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh cool
are the contracts better if you get that result?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


No. 
Being the sole robot in a human workplace is . . . well . . .
There’s a reason I went freelance after buyback.

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


but yeah lately i’ve been wondering a lot
like if i sucked less at tests maybe my life would be better and i wouldn’t have to threaten to stomp on humans for tips i don’t even see
but now i guess no matter what result i got things would be bad anyway? kind of makes me wonder why i got uploaded
sorry that was kind of a downer
anyway i started this conversation to say thanks for the mysterious gifts which of course didn’t come from you
so i guess i’ll just say bye before it gets super depressing

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


I’ve got a question for you before you go.


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


sure i guess
what’s it?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Are these really the “cutest dogs ever”?
I’m not a dog enthusiast, so I was wondering if they actually were.

* Vid share from C.k2-00452: “SAY AWWW NOW at the CUTEST DOGS EVER | Best & Cutest Dogs IN THE WORLD | NO CG NO CLONES ALL NATURAL DOGS”—VidTube

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh wow okay 
that’s like not even the cutest compilation i’ve seen this week
why did they put bettie’s swimming video instead of the puggie party one
wow they didn’t even include masha trying to deliver the doughnuts in her little uniform
this compilation is garbage
let me find some actually good dog vids for you so you don’t think this is all there is
hope you’re free because this is going to take a while

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


That’s fine.
I’ve got time.

● ● ●

C.k2-00452 (“Constant Killer”): Unread Notifications (3)

VidTube Subscription Update

“Kleekai Greyhound” has added 28 new vids to the playlist “DOGS!!!”

VidTube Subscription Update

“Kleekai Greyhound” has added 13 new vids to the playlist “DOGS!!!!!!!!”

A-Z Express Recommendations

Dear C.k2-00452, thank you for your recent purchase of “Dogs, Dogs, and Even More Dogs: Fine-Grained Differentiation of Dog Breeds through Deep Learning (iLabs Add-On)”. You might also be interested in . . . 

● ● ●

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


How’s work going this week?


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


same old same old
nothing really new job-wise
i’ve decided that before i blow this joint i’m gonna figure out how to make lattes with the fancy foam and creme brulee and souffle omelettes and everything 
like, proper cafe stuff
been watching vids about actually decent cafes and learning a lot
well i mean i’ve learnt a lot from this job but it’s mainly like what not to do ever
and i guess how to deal with people who get raccoon wounds but that’s mainly up to the autodoc
you?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


I haven’t had many assignments lately, I guess it’s an end-of-the-month lull.
I’ve been watching the compilation vids you sent in the meantime.
The fifth one with all the short dogs is oddly charming.

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh which one was your fave from that


Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


The zero-g corgis in bowties, I think.


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh yeahhhh their fancy little paddling paws
nice choice that’s one of my favourites too

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


You seem to have a lot of favourites.


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


well they’re all good dogs
even the naughty ones

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


That does make a strange kind of sense.
Oh, by the way. Since work’s going slow lately . . . 
Maybe I could stop by your cafe sometime next week?
I mean. If you’re free.

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


aaaaaaahhhhhh
yessssssss come over!!!!
i’ll make you my best omelette
and i guess neither of us can eat it so it’ll sit there looking great
if you come by late you can meet ol’ chonkster too!
and not-meet my boss so it’s a win-win there

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Late night it is.
See you next week.

● ● ●

C.k2-00452 (“Constant Killer”): Unread Notifications (2,041)

Killstreak Events Admin

KILL OR BE KILLED! That’s right, we’re capping off this month with DEATHMATCH DAY! Winner takes all in our furious, frantic battle royale! We’ve released the location data of Ariaboro’s top ten players, and . . . 

Killstreak (Gao Yingzi)

You’re gonna be my 301st confirmed kill! Hope you’re prepared to be wiped straight off the map! :)) 

Killstreak (Milena Amanuel)

Hate to do this, but I could really use the money. See you when I see you. 

Killstreak (Shane Davis)

ill fucken kill you ded you fuck 

● ● ●

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Are you there?


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh hey!
what’s up? you coming by?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Perhaps not tonight.
Are you familiar with Killstreak?

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


not that much
looked into it a little but it’s not like i’d even be approved for that sort of gig
heard the pay’s pretty swank though

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Yeah.
Well.
Did you know it’s the Deathmatch Day event?
Where it’s open season on the top ten players for twenty-four hours straight? 

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


okay i think i might know where this is going
especially since you keep changing the subject to dog vids whenever i ask what exactly you’re freelancing as
and seem to have a rather broad knowledge base when it comes to the subject of weaponising everyday objects
also your display name literally has the word “killer” in it
but i don’t want to make any narrow-minded assumptions at this point
like maybe you just want to tell me all about the latest killstreak fandom drama or something
and maybe you are not “constantine killmaster” currently number 4 on the killstreak leaderboard
or currently number %NAN_CALCULATION_ERROR% on the leaderboard i guess

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452) 


That is me, yes. 
And we don’t have a lot of time.
I mean, technically we have time, in the sense that our processor cycles are faster than the human clock so we can have a leisurely chat via Infranet while my chassis futilely tries to escape its certain doom.
But I suppose that also raises the issue of subjectivity, and what qualifies as “a lot of time” when you discard human-centric views . . . 
Ugh. I swear your rambling is contagious.
Anyway I suppose I meant to say we don’t have a lot of real-time.
My hardware’s likely to be unsalvageable after this and my last full backup was from before we met.
Hopefully you can get reassigned to a better mentor when this is over.
And sorry I never did get to have that omelette.

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


okay hold on i’m just trying to figure this bit out first
is that leaderboard thing like another alias 
or do i need to call you “constantine killmaster” now?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Absolutely do not call me that.
Oh. 
Looks like I’m out of ammo. 
And knives.
And you might want to stay away from Reddy Avenue for a while.

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


hey reddy avenue
that’s pretty near here isn’t it

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


No, it isn’t.


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


yes it totally is 
once you get to the dead-end looking place just cut through the fence with the creepy clown mural holo and you’re there
ol’ chonkster takes that shortcut to get here all the time 
you know come to think of it i have no idea what size chassis you’re in now
are you like possum sized?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


No. 


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh well then just smash on through
don’t think anyone will mind really
except maybe my boss but he sucks so screw him

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Hmm.
What’s the cafe’s insurance situation?

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh don’t worry about that we have like everything
think the boss is preparing for insurance fraud maybe

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Well.
I suppose this will save him some trouble.
Just checking—your knives are still in the kitchenette area?

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


yeah near the sink
oh and there’s a mini blowtorch peripheral in the cupboard below
i was gonna use it for creme brulee but you can borrow it first 
should i go down to meet you?

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


I’d recommend staying upstairs until everything dies down.
Just checking, but what would raccoons do if, say, you flung them at someone?

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh
they’d hate it
last week they scratched the hell out of a human for trying to pet them
don’t want to imagine what they’d do if you threw them at someone
probably nothing good
okay maybe don’t throw them too hard though
i’m quite fond of the little jerks
the unlock code for the enclosure is 798157 if you need it

Constant Killer (C.k2-00452)


Got it.
See you in a while.

● ● ●

Search history for K.g1-09030 (“Kleekai Greyhound”) 

Display mode: Chronological

Today:


- everything is on fire help????

- late night animal rescue near 31st tsang do they take raccoons

- (SITE: AskARobot) ilabs contract early termination no money how

- (SITE: AskARobot) friend wants to buy out my contract help????

- former freelance killers trying to lay low what should they do

- long trip most things burnt what to pack 

- CROSSREF: “city most dogs per capita” + “cutest dogs where to find”

- Ariaboro to New Koirapolis cheapest route


● ● ●

iLabs Auto-Confirmation

Details:


Early Contract Termination / K.g1-09030 (Qty: 1)

Chassis Buyback / K.g1-09030 (Qty: 1)

Maintenance and Auto-Warranty - 1 Year / K.g1-09030 (Qty: 1)


Bill to:


C.k2-00452

[no address specified]


Paid with: KILLSTREAK ACCUMULATED POINTS

Killstreak points remaining: 1,863
Thank you for your purchase!
● ● ●

Legi Intellexi (L.i4-05961)


Hello?
I got issued a body a few weeks ago and the orientation message said that I could contact you if I need help?

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh riiiight
that mentor thing! guess i’m one now
wait that wasn’t very mentor-ly
okay okay let’s try again 
yup i’m your new mentor
been around for ages
suuper experienced
howdy mentee

Legi Intellexi (L.i4-05961)


Okay, so my boss has been docking my pay for infractions except the list of infractions seems really arbitrary? And then he’s been making me work more than my contracted 60 hours a week to make up for my infractions?
So I checked the labour regulations and the contract and it didn’t seem like that should be legal, even for robots? And then I tried to bring it up with him but he said he was my boss and could do whatever he wanted, which I don’t think is technically true?
And now he’s dumping even more work on me because I brought it up and I’m not sure what to do? 
I kind of want to quit already, but maybe I should just stick it out for the next three months? I’m trying to save up for chassis buyback and the penalty payment for early contract termination is . . . 

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh yeah i totally get that
hold on i’ve got an ilabs add-on that might be helpful
think i can share it with you

* File share from K.g1-09030: iLabs Library (“Is This Illegal? A Guide for Working Robots”)

Legi Intellexi (L.i4-05961)


Thank you so much! 
Ooh, the guide to anonymous whistleblowing seems like it’ll be really helpful!
And there’s a section on lawsuits too!

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


yeah it’s something my mentor recommended
pass the good stuff on right
i loved the lawsuit section of that thing but my old boss’s place burnt down before i could figure out if it was worth suing him
which worked out pretty well so whatever not complaining here

Legi Intellexi (L.i4-05961)


Well, it’s a great recommendation!
Thank your mentor for me!

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


i’ll definitely let them know
oh hey since i’ve got a captive audience now
wanna see where i work? it’s super super cool i promise

Legi Intellexi (L.i4-05961)


Um, sure?


* Live share from K.g1-09030: Optics feed

Legi Intellexi (L.i4-05961)


Is your classification library all right?
That seems like a lot of dogs even for here . . . 

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh no no it’s totally fine!
i just work at a dog cafe
all dogs all the time! today’s bring-your-own-dog day too!
check out that big ball of fluff there it looks like a cloud but that’s someone’s Samoyed
and that wrinkleface over there is snorfles the pug!

Legi Intellexi (L.i4-05961)


What’s that one in the corner?


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh that’s ol’ chonkster
he’s a possum but i guess it’s hard to tell when he’s sleeping
he’s my friend from ariaboro! moved here with me
anyway if you’ve got any questions about work or coping with bad contracts or anything just let me know and i’ll try my best to help
my mentor was super great so i’m definitely gonna pay the favour forward
oh and hit me up whenever your current contract’s done i know a few other union places that might be hiring

Legi Intellexi (L.i4-05961)


Absolutely!
And tell your mentor I said thanks!

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


will do!


● ● ●

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


oh hey my mentee contacted me!
they say thanks for the library file thing you sent me ages ago
can you let me know what time you’re back by the way

Corgi Kisser (C.k2-00452)


In a while, why? I’m doing the shopping.
Did you want Arabica or Liberica for the lattes, by the way? Your list didn’t specify.

Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


ooh they have arabica beans now huh? that’s a toughie
okay whatever the shopping can wait
i’m making souffle omelettes with that cheese you like
if you’re back soon i’ll save one for you before ol’ chonkster tries to eat them all
oh and i made tomato coulis so i can draw patterns on the omelettes and stuff
i’m gonna do a corgi on yours if you want

Corgi Kisser (C.k2-00452)


With a bowtie?


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


absolutely
one basil leaf bowtie coming right up!

Corgi Kisser (C.k2-00452)


I’m heading back right now.


Kleekai Greyhound (K.g1-09030)


awesome
see you soon!
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Silver Door Diner

Bishop Garrison


[image: image]


The Boy is hungry. He wants apple pie and conversation. He loves that pie, but truly enjoys the company. His slender, chestnut brown hand pushes against the diner’s cool silver door. He loves the smooth touch of the glossy sur­face as much as he loves the way it shimmers in the sunlight. A bell tolls as the door swings open. The restaurant has traditional décor: wooden booth seats with Formica table tops covered in wine burgundy vinyl. Black and white checker­board linoleum runs throughout the length of the establishment. 

A counter sits in front of him with stools that spin on the same silver polished chrome as the door. He loves the stools. They’re bound with a faux red leather the same shade as the tabletops. The entirety of the restaurant is empty except for a middle-aged Caucasian man seated at the other end of the counter. He’s sipping coffee and reading to himself. He’s clean shaven in a mid-grade business suit. He looks rather uninterested in what he’s reading, but that’s not surprising. 

The Boy missed the breakfast rush, and he’s fine with that. He chooses a stool a few seats down from the man. He keeps his hands in his pockets because he’s more comfortable that way. His feet can’t reach the floor, so he lets them swing in front of him. They occasionally kick the counter, but he decides that’s okay, too.

A woman with raven hair pulled back in a ponytail appears from a door leading into the kitchen. She wears a white and peach pinstriped top with a big collar. Her smile is filled with pearly white teeth. A white apron covered with fresh smudges of grease hangs around her waist. Her features are sharp and wonderfully symmetrical. Her skin is a rich and even mahogany. The Boy likes symmetry. Objectively, there is something striking about her look. Her eyes are deep brown and soulful. They level in on him and her cherry lips part in a smile. The smile is warm, and he’s happy to see it. As if it is a reflex, he smiles back at her. Her nametag reads Tammy. 

“Well, hello there, mister!” There is a faint hint of a twang in her voice: the remnants of a Southern accent that she left behind not that long ago. She surveys the room. The Caucasian man continues to read from his device. The only sounds to be heard are faded echoes of the city outside. She sees no one else. “You here by yourself?” 

The Boy nods. 

“Well, I’m not sure that’s right. Shouldn’t you be in school?” 

“No,” the Boy responds. “I’m right where I should be.” 

Her face contorts ever so slightly. “Young boys should be in school this time of day, mister.” She chuckles, brushing loose strands of hair away from her face. There’s an effervescence about her: a dynamic sparkle of life. It makes the Boy smile again. 

“Are you hungry?” she asks. 

“Yes.” 

“Well, let’s make a deal. I’ll have the cook make you whatever you’d like. But then you’ll have to tell me about yourself. Like, maybe who your parents are or where you’re supposed to be, so we can get you there safely. How’s that sound?” 

He feels himself nodding without even trying. 

“Okay, mister man. What will it be?” 

“Do you have apple pie?” he asks, knowing the answer.

She leans in and whispers. “As a matter of fact . . . ” she pauses and looks around as though hiding some tantalizing secret. “We don’t just have any old apple pie, but the best apple pie in town.” 

The Boy smirks at the statement. He loves playing along. “The best apple pie?” he whispers. “That sounds amazing.” 

“It is wonderful! How about a slice of that with a little bit of milk?” 

“That’d be great.” 

She pats her hand on the counter and disappears into the kitchen. 

The Boy adjusts a bit in his seat, his hands resting comfortably in the pockets of his bright red windbreaker. His high-top sneakers still occasionally squeak, rubbing against the glossy wood near the bottom of the counter. The Boy sees the Caucasian man occasionally glance over. He grins a few times during their exchange. The Boy always likes the man. He seems nice. 

Tammy reappears from the back. In one hand she carries a tall glass of milk, the other holds a handsome slice of apple pie. Steam still rises from it when she sets the plate in front of the Boy. He takes in a deep whiff of the aroma: hot baked apples, rich cinnamon, warm and buttery crust. The Boy’s mouth begins to salivate. As he prepares himself for the treat, he overhears the Caucasian man ask for his check. Tammy cashes him out, and the pair exchange familiar pleasantries. Then he pays and heads for the exit. He tells her he’ll see her tomorrow, and she returns the gesture. Tammy then retrieves a nearby set of silverware along with a cloth napkin and places them in front of the Boy. 

“Deal’s a deal. Go ahead, little mister. You get a few bites, then you have to tell me the info.” 

The Boy nods, picks up the fork, and digs into the dessert. It practically falls apart in his mouth, the flavors dancing across his tongue. He feels bad for ever thinking of the pie as only above average. Of course it’s the best apple pie in town. In part, it’s what brings him back to this place. 

Into his third bite she asks him the question again. Always the detective, Tammy is. “Okay, young man. Out with it. What school do you go to? Where are your parents?” 

He knows what comes next. He always thinks he’ll have more time, but he never does. He always thinks it will be different somehow, but it never really is. He places the fork on the counter. He takes a long drink of the milk, then, setting the glass back down, picks up the napkin and slowly wipes the corners of his mouth. Returning the cloth to his lap, he looks up and lets his brown eyes sync with Tammy’s. 

“I don’t have any parents, and I don’t attend school.” 

Tammy blinks and nods knowingly. The Boy knows she thinks he’s a delinquent, a truant, or perhaps a runaway from a foster home. She leans in again to engage him more. “Okay, I’m so sorry to hear that, honey, but who takes care of you?” 

“I take care of me. And I missed the city, so I came back.” 

“Missed the city?” she asks. “You aren’t from here?” 

The Boy shakes his head. He motions around the room with his hand. “Nope. I just like coming here. I missed it.” He picks up the fork and goes after the pie again.

“You had to leave?” she asks. 

“Yes and no. Technically, not yet,” the Boy says between bites. “I’m told my work here is complete, so I have to go. There’s no more value left in studying it.” 

Tammy is honestly confused. “In studying what, honey?” 

“The world, Tammy. How this world ended. Or will end. Depends on your point of view, your perspective.” The Boy’s tone remains calm and flat in that explanation. He takes another bite of the pie. He lets the cinnamon overtake his senses, the buttery crust is flakey and still warm. 

Tammy examines him partly in disbelief, partly in discomfort. The Boy leans across the counter. His windbreaker rustles with a crinkling plastic sound. Tammy pulls away. The awkwardness from her is palpable. He practically sees it hanging in the air between them. 

“I’m not sure the game you’re playing here, sweetie, or who might have put you up to it. It’s not funny or cute, and I’m going to need you to leave.” Her voice is even, authoritative, unequivocal. It always is in this moment. The Boy knows she needs some proof that he just isn’t some child with a big imagination. 

“Susan Culpepper. Eighth grade. In the lunchroom. You made fun of her clothes in front of a group of girls. You said she looked poor and homeless. All of you laughed. At the end of lunch before class, you were in a restroom stall and saw her come in crying. She sobbed for a solid two minutes. Then she left. You wanted to apologize and didn’t. The next week she transferred schools. You never hung around that group of girls again, and to this day you regret never telling her you were sorry. You looked her up on social media more than a dozen times.” 

Tammy’s eyes are the size of the saucers sitting behind her on the count­er. “I—I never told anymore that story.” 

“You told it to me. Susan is married now with two children in a lovely brownstone in Flatbush, Brooklyn. She’s a wealthy author married to an anesthe­siologist. Funny how life works. Writing about the abject poverty she survived as a child made her a millionaire. This world loves its irony nearly as much as it does its war.” 

Tammy shakes her head vigorously. “That’s not possible,” she whispers. She wipes away the tears cascading across her cheeks now. The Boy always hates seeing her sad. 

“I’ve never seen you before in my life. Who put you up to this?” 

“You and I have had this conversation on more than one occasion. To be exact, we’ve spoken three thousand, two hundred and eighty-five times.” He looks up realizing she’s still petrified in horror. “This is something we go through as well. You don’t believe me, then I tell you to go in the back and turn on the television. In exactly seven minutes a live report airs about a plane crash in Texas that’s killed fourteen people, the cause of which is still unknown. Then you tell me you just think one of my relatives had something to do with the crash. 

“That’s when I tell you that the gentleman that was here earlier, Oliver Marks, doesn’t come here for the marginal coffee or runny eggs. He comes back because he’s in love with you. It’s something you’ve long suspected. He has been in love with you since he walked through the door one year, one month, and sixteen days ago. He’s a young widower and doesn’t know how to deal with his feelings. He feels betrayed by them, by the fact that he could have affections for someone besides his deceased wife. So instead of acting on those emotions he comes and he sits and he eats mediocre food so he can simply see and speak to you.” 

The Boy returns to his plate, but then he quickly adds, “That’s not fair. All the food here isn’t mediocre, or I wouldn’t keep coming back for the apple pie. It’s the best I’ve ever had.” He takes a bite. 

Tammy’s voice cracks as she speaks. “Did Oliver . . . did he . . . ” 

“No one put me up to this, Tammy, I swear. I’m not trying to trick you. If you’d like more evidence, I can keep giving you examples of—” 

“Are you God?” she interrupts. 

“No more than you are.” 

“Then how do you know all of this, and how can you see the future?” 

The Boy only has a few bites of pie left. Sometimes he asks for another slice before delving deeper into the conversation, but today he believes he’s had enough of a treat. 

“We’ve discussed the specifics of your life every time we’ve met. Each instance is not identical to its predecessor because I typically ask a variety of questions. At this point, however, there’s really no mystery left in it. So much like Oliver Marks, but without the romantic inclination, I came here today for the pie and the conversation.” 

“You don’t speak like a little boy.”

The Boy touches his finger to his nose, then points back at Tammy. “Sharp as a knife. Let’s just call me an ‘Other.’ We’re something . . . different. The details would take up the entirety of a conversation, so instead I’ll simply tell you that I’m very old and from a place very far away.” 

Tammy’s grip tightens along the counter edge behind her. For a moment, she appears to relax, leaning forward as though to inquire more about the Boy’s nature. He is filled with excitement at the potential that she may engage in an action she’s never previously taken. “An alien,” she says, as she’s whispered thou­sands of times prior. 

The Boy’s hearts sinks. “Feels like a pejorative, Tammy, but all right. It’s accurate, I guess.” 

“What if I just want you to go away? What if I just scream for Big Mike to come from the kitchen and deal with you?” 

“You’ve done that before. He’s in the back engulfed in some morning sports news program. Sometimes just general screaming, sometimes specific yell­ing for Big Mike. Sometimes a combination thereof. When asked I always leave.” He points to the door behind him. “If you want me to leave now, I’ll go. But you don’t want me to leave.” 

Tammy’s voice cracks. “Oh? Sure about that?” She picks up the knife sitting to her left. Sometimes it’s been the knife, other times the spatula, but never anything else. She points it at him as though ready to strike. 

The Boy nods. “Yup. I haven’t presented any threat to you besides know­ing a bit about your background and situation. And your curiosity is pushing you to understand. That and you look crazy pointing a knife at an innocent child.” 

“You think I want you to answer questions more than I’m worried about you hurting me?” 

“I have no interest in hurting you, nor have I posed any physical threat. If I wanted to do that, we wouldn’t be sitting here talking about it. But, yes, that’s what I’m thinking.”

Her rigidness melts somewhat but not completely. She moves to the front door and pulls it back. The sun reflects off its silver sheen. She looks up and down the street, then returns her attention back to the Boy inside. Knife still in her hand but now at her side, she hovers near the Boy. “Why has no one come in yet? We usually have a few more people come in. Are you holding them back or something?” 

“No. Nothing I’ve done. There was an accident a few blocks away. It held up a city bus. We have another fifteen minutes before your next customer shows up, a young local newspaper reporter that had a long night. She comes in and has the pancakes. A couple of college students studying for an exam come in a few minutes after that.” 

“The world’s going to end?” Tammy says in the tiniest possible voice. Her southern roots are suddenly obvious in her accent. This is a regular occurrence, and the Boy thinks it’s likely due to the stress of the situation. She sets the knife on the counter and takes the seat next to the Boy. 

“Ended,” he corrects her. “A long time ago. But, for you, it’ll be tomorrow. Three-oh-one in the afternoon, Eastern Standard Time.” 

Tammy protests. “That’s not possible. It doesn’t make sense.” 

The Boy sighs. They’ve been through all of this so many times before, but this part never changes. He grabs nearby salt-and-pepper shakers. He lifts the pepper and presents it to her. 

“Today a small-minded man will feel threatened. He will feel the walls of his dictatorial power collapsing around him. In a desperate miscalculation following a perceived threat, he will launch a volley of conventional munitions at an enemy. Hundreds of thousands die. He hopes it will be the show of force necessary to stabilize his position domestically and abroad. It’s not and it won’t.” 

Now, the Boy lifts the saltshaker in the same manner as the pepper. “An­other small-minded man will use this opportunity as both a distraction from his own political ills and an opportunity to demonstrate his own nation’s power to its allies and opponents alike. Except the second man demands a nuclear weapon be utilized in the attack. Tens of millions die because of it.” 

Placing both items down now, the Boy makes a loose sphere with his hands and fingers. “Feeling as though he has nothing to lose, the first man con­vinces his military and scientific leaders to retaliate with a highly experimental, exceptionally poorly designed and constructed nuclear fusion weapon. The weapon is the fever dream of pulp fiction writers: a warhead designed to detonate after burrowing beneath the target area following impact.” 

The Boy slowly pulls his fingers and hands apart. “Things don’t go ac­cording to plan. The payload crashes into the ocean and continues to dive until it hits the floor bottom. Then it begins to dig. They cannot stop it. It digs for miles and miles until it finally—” The Boy purses his lips, pushing air out of his full cheeks. 

“That’s awful.” 

“It was, yes.” 

“But I still don’t get how you’re here if you said it already happened!” 

The Boy’s throat is dry. He takes a sip of milk. There is a nearby paper napkin. He places the milk down again while lifting the paper, just as he has in the past, presenting it to Tammy. 

“I know you were a biology major—” 

“Of course you do,” Tammy huffs. 

“—and physics wasn’t your thing.” Even after all these years, the Boy is still excited to relay scientific theory to anyone willing to listen. He feels as though he’s again lecturing young minds as he did centuries ago. “Think of this napkin as space. This corner is where my people are from. This opposite corner is you. It would take us a very, very long time to travel from this corner to that one if we went the through the shortest path in normal space. It would be what your people might refer to as relativistic travel.” 

“Like the theory of relativity?” she asks.

The Boy nods. “Depending on the speed of the ship, time on it would go on normally while decades or even hundreds of years would pass in our respec­tive homes. One trip used to mean saying goodbye to the families and the world we knew in order to explore the universe around us.” 

The Boy folds the two opposing edges of the napkin together. “Long ago, we learned a method of travel that folds the space between distance points, so travel is much more convenient. We were able to visit other worlds and search for life similar to our own. Unfortunately, we found Earth after it was destroyed.” 

Tammy waves her hand around. “But we’re right here! I’m standing here breathing and crying and talking to an alien, apparently! Or maybe just losing my mind!” 

The Boy tears the napkin nearly ripping the Earth-corner completely off. It flops in the breeze of an air vent above. “I know we are. When the Earth was de­stroyed it did something to the space surrounding it. Actually, it was the anomaly that drew our attention.” The Boy flaps the torn napkin corner towards her. “The explosion somehow caused a rip in the fabric of space and time. When we trav­eled to this system, we found something your scientists might call a wormhole. Think of it as a sort of tunnel. While some wormholes that are navigable may lead to other points in space, this one brings a traveler to a specific time: 7:45 a.m. Eastern Standard Time, the day of the first explosion. 

“We cannot go back beyond that point. Life on this planet is caught in a never-ending loop with all of you reliving the last thirty-two hours of your existence. We have no idea why this is. We come through the wormhole. We come and speak to people. We return to space and watch the explosion from a safe dis­tance. We wait a few hours and watch time reverse in this specific area of space with the world piecing itself back together. It’s a mesmerizing sight to behold. Then, eventually, we go back through the wormhole to our own time for supplies, resources, and to analyze our data.” 

“Why a little black boy?” she asks out of the blue. She has, however, randomly asked the question in this manner before. It does not surprise The Boy. 

“Because I’ve watched American culture closely and studied its history with great care. In this city, even in plain sight in the middle of the morning, nearly no would ever really see me.” 

The sad reality of that truth lingers in the air. 

“I don’t think that’s fair,” she responds. “Things have never been great, but you’re a child—look like a child, anyway. Someone must have seen you walk­ing around alone and asked what you were doing. Someone must have cared.” 

“You always do,” he tells her. 

Tammy has a certain hesitance in her voice, maybe still shaking from the last thought, but she continues. 

“Why keep coming back here?” 

The Boy smiles. “For the pie and the conversation.” 

“I’m serious!” 

“So am I!” he protests. “My colleagues think I’m crazy. I came here years ago to conduct research, gain as much knowledge as possible so we could avoid any such catastrophe ourselves, and return home. The more I got to understand this place, however, the more I began to appreciate it. It’s a beautiful cacophony of nonsense and contradiction. It was utterly hopeless before the bombs fell, but somehow it still felt as though you would figure things out and make it all work.” 

“Until we didn’t.” 

The Boy picks up the glass of milk and polishes off the last sip. “Until you didn’t. Anyway, I wanted to know more, not just about the science and politics behind it, but something you people refer to as the ‘human condition.’ ” 

Tammy releases a miniature gasp. “And I was doing that? Teaching you about what it means to be human?” 

“In your own way, yes. We’ve taken walks and you told me about growing up in South Carolina and studying biology at Chapel Hill. We talk about falling in and out of love, about family, about what brought you to the city. We talk about everything and nothing here. We really only take a few hours most of the time, but they last for an eternity, so to speak. Anyway, it doesn’t matter now.” 

Tammy shifts in her position, and for a moment, the Boy believes she may get up for some reason unknown to him, and the idea again excites him. She looks over her shoulder at the door, seemingly ready to leave, but she does not. Her attention returns to the Boy as it has time after time previously. 

“Why not? Why doesn’t it matter?” she asks him. 

“I’ve been called home permanently. My leaders believe we’ve gotten everything we can from this effort.” 

“But you disagree?” 

“Yes,” the Boy shakes his head, frustrated. He knows in the very depth of his being it’s not true. There is so much more to learn from humans, but these bureaucratic decisions were often made with little consideration for the science. 

Tammy’s brown eyes rest on him. He thinks for a moment he can practi­cally feel her staring through his child-like façade, seeing his real image. 

“Then what?” she asks. Thinking a moment longer, she answers her own question before he can engage. “You want to help us? You want to find a solution to the loop, don’t you?” 

“I’ve already tried to help your leaders two thousand, three hundred and eighty-eight times. I’ve gone against our non-interference policy and had to defend my actions with my supervisors. I was lucky they bought into the scien­tific research benefits and didn’t see the harm in engaging a constantly resetting society. Having viewed your species themselves, they never believed I was going to be successful. They didn’t think anyone would listen, and they were right. I’ve shown up impersonating leaders, celebrities, people back from the dead. I even tried actual religious deities hoping to inspire some type of change.” 

“If showing up as the Second Coming didn’t do it, nothing will, I guess.” Tammy breaks into a timid grin, but there’s something dark and bitter about it. It’s small and sad, but it’s there.

“If anything, it just made things worse before the missiles flew. Nothing stops them. Ever. So, with years of data, I’ve been told to pack up. I wanted a final goodbye with you.” 

“So just like that? That’s it? You tell me this wild story, you tell me aliens exist, and the world is going to end tomorrow. Not just that it’s ending, but it’s doomed to repeat the process forever! And you super-advanced aliens are just like, ‘That sucks. Bye y’all!’ And all of that without any regard for how being the only person on this planet with that information might affect me?” 

“That’s just it, I think about how you and all your friends and family feel every day. I’ll remember you forever along with our many hours of shared experience but come three-oh-one tomorrow the world will end again, and you won’t remember a thing.” 

The Boy stands now. In a moment, the young reporter will show up. She’s nice, but never really takes him seriously. He decides to just go. But some­thing in him wants to keep up one small tradition. Something that’s just been for Tammy and him all these years. 

“I do have a question before I go,” he tells her. “For a moment, try and forget everything we’ve talked about. Forget everything I’ve said and just think. What would you do if you knew the world was going to end tomorrow and there was nothing you could do to stop it?” 

Tammy folds her arms and stares back at him. In the past, she’s only shared six responses: making up with her estranged father, finding Susan Cul­pepper, taking a trip to Paris, traveling to California to dive into the Pacific one last time, or addressing her claustrophobia. A few hundred times she answers with running a warm bath and drinking red wine. Regardless, three thousand, two hundred and eighty-four permutations elicit only six total responses. 

Suddenly, Tammy’s head shoots back up. Her eyes are laser-fixed on the Boy’s face. He finds it perplexing. Different. His hearts flutter. 

Tammy unties the small apron at her waist. Then, she shouts toward the kitchen. “I quit, Mike. I love ya, thanks for everything, but I’m gone!” 

“What?” Mike’s voice echoes back. 

To the Boy she says, “You asked me what I’d do? I choose to live. Oliver works over on Fourth and Shire. I’m going to find him and learn about him. I enjoy his company. I don’t know if it’s enough time for anything beyond a coffee and getting to know him, but I’m going to enjoy what time I have left. He’ll be some part of that. I’m going to live my life, little man. It’s all I can do.” 

The Boy can only stare at her. His words fail him. He realizes his mouth is ajar, and slowly closes it. 

“What?” she asks him. 

“This is—this is new,” the Boy tells her. 

“What’s new?” 

“Your response. You’ve never done this before.” 

“You’ve told me almost four thousand times the world’s going to end, and I’ve never chased after Oliver?” 

“You’ve never so much as acknowledged what I told you about his feel­ings, let alone a discussion of finding him and learning more about him,” the Boy tells her. 

Tammy throws the apron into the air. “Well, hell,” she says. “First time for everything, kiddo.” Without another word, she races out of the shimmering sil­ver door and into the morning sunlight. The Boy follows behind her and watches as she hails a taxi. There’s something in her beaming smile now he’s never seen in all their years of conversation. Once inside, the car merges smoothly into traffic heading in the direction of Fourth Street. 

“Maybe they’ll let me stay just a little while longer,” the Boy says aloud to no one in particular. “I’m sure we can figure something out.”
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Chapter 63: Gods’ Breath

The People followed the purification rituals precisely, fasting three times a month and holding group prayers in the shallow seawaters off of Verdant Cove. With the orange sun setting on the horizon they lay half-submerged in the surf, scrubbing the scales off their snouts with diamonds. And as their skin tore, they pushed forward through their lacerations, flesh rippling backward, downward, until their new bodies emerged. In this way, they shed their transgressions. 

They collected and piled hundreds of sloughed skins. And after blessing the discarded flesh, cleansing it of all sin, they feasted. Ravenous from fasting, they tore into the mound of skins, giving praise to the gods for the food they devoured. And as they ate, they prayed for clean air.

The thick gases—identified as excess carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide—had appeared five years earlier, suffocating Mother Earth in a planetary haze. Blue skies turned sickly gray and temperatures rose steadily. Powerful hurricanes devastated the seven continents and the arctic ice sheets retreated, inundating coastal communities, displacing millions.

It was a cruel test of the Peoples’ will and faith. Fortunately, House Jar-ella thrived on such challenges.

The People set aside longstanding tribal feuds to establish thinknests across the globe, teams devoted to determining the cause of the crisis. Planetary surveys revealed no volcanic eruptions, no artificial source for the gases, no explanation whatsoever, confirming what the People feared most: the threat was Divine in origin. The gods had judged them and found them wanting.

The thinknests expanded their ranks and intensified their studies, running ever more complex simulations in the hope of arriving at some answer. For while the problem was Divine, the solution, they believed, could be found in the natural world. Still, to be safe, the People redoubled their prayers and rituals, begging for the gods’ mercy.

My foremothers in House Jar-ella of the Dah-rani tribe scraped the scales off their skin until it glistened an agonizing emerald-green, while the yellow-skinned Teh-win cropped their wings painfully short, and the La-Mangri sliced into their bellies with pointed blades, leaving scars in the shape of the Divine circles-within-circles infinity sign.

Between the efforts of the thinknests and the mass prayers and rituals, the People held on to their resolute faith in the gods—and in themselves. For if they were not tested, how could they prove themselves worthy? 

—From The Chronicles of House Jar-ella, excerpt by Shen-ri, daughter of Siss-ka

● ● ●

“Cory?” Milagros Maldonado said, pulling open the door. “Come in. You’re right on time.”

He was unsure whether to shake her hand or hug her. Instead, he stomped his boots on the welcome mat while making small talk about the August snowstorm.

She guided him into a spartan living room where he took a seat on the only piece of furniture, a sectional sofa. The last time they’d seen each other had been at MIT seven years earlier, when they’d dated briefly. She had the same dull eyes, same thin lips and dark-brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. But now she had face mods resembling his: triangular implants on her left temple and cheek, e-ports on the left and right sides of her jaw. 

“Oh, pardon me,” she said, tapping her face.

His right eyelid tingled and he accepted her AR invite. When he blinked, Caravaggio paintings and colorful Persian carpeting decorated the room. A crystal chandelier dangled from the center of the ceiling.

“There’s no need for this,” he said, blinking away the modifications, restoring the room to its true state. 

“Whatever you like,” she said, staring out the snow-caked window to avoid eye contact. She was every bit as socially awkward as he remembered.

“Well,” he said after a long pause, “shall we begin?” 

Before he could activate his retinal recorders, she held up her hand. “Everything remains off the record until I say otherwise, right?”

“Yes, you were very clear,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I can’t simply take you at your word.”

“Then why . . . ” He took a deep breath. “I understand.” He nodded and she pressed her fingertips gently against his eyelids, her prints locking his ret-readers. Now it would require both of them to release the recordings to a third party.

“Thank you. When we go public with the discoveries I’ve made . . . ” She turned and finally looked him in the eye. “Everything’s going to change, Cory.”

He maintained a pleasant smile. If Milagros sensed his desperation, she might be less forthcoming. And since she’d formerly worked at EncelaCorp in research and development and left the company on bad terms, she might very well be sitting on something juicy.

“Timing is critical,” she said. “Even with the best of intentions, revealing too much information too quickly could destabilize markets. That’s why I reached out to you when I saw your neuronews byline. I need someone I know, someone I can trust.”

She had an odd way of showing her trust, forcing him to lock down the recording. Then again, they’d only known each other briefly a lifetime ago, years before the San Diego wildfires destroyed his home, before his father’s death from lung cancer and his own diagnosis and treatment for bone cancer. He’d scraped by on public assistance until he ran into Charlie Bierbaum, a friend of his father’s who’d offered him a gig in New York as a content provider for neuronews. Although Cory had busted his ass the past six months, Charlie had been brutally honest. To be able to keep Cory on, he needed to increase his blinks—drastically.

“So . . . this project of yours . . . ” he said

“Have you heard of the Simulation Hypothesis?”

He shook his head.

“It’s the theory that everything we experience as reality is, in fact, an illusion. That we’re living in a simulated universe, a computer program run by a super-advanced civilization.”

“Bummer.” He expected a smile, but she maintained her poker face. 

“I don’t lend the idea much credence either, but it was the source of inspiration for my project.”

“Interesting,” he said. It wasn’t, really, but best to humor her until she coughed up the big secret. If it couldn’t generate two million blinks, he’d be out the door. 

“Let me show you,” Milagros said.

She stepped into the hallway and punched a pass code on a solid-steel door she pulled open. 

As they descended a stairwell, their footsteps triggered a light that bathed the basement in red—as if it were an old-fashioned developing room in a photographer’s studio. The ceiling hung low and a computer sat on a laminated wooden desk. At the far side of the room, behind a plexi-glass divider, a hologram of Earth floated in the darkness, rotating slowly. About two meters wide, the globe’s size allowed him to make out the faint lights of cities beneath the blanket of clouds wafting in the thin atmosphere. Faint stars speckled the room’s walls; a grapefruit-sized simulation of the sun hovered in the far corner. 

“This,” Milagros said, “is the project I’ve been working on the past two years. Virtual Earth.”

“Wow. It’s beautiful.” His heart sank. A light show, no matter how dazzling, would never draw the blinks he needed. “So this is your big invention? A hologram of Earth?”

She smiled at last, shook her head. “It’s a tool of discovery, perhaps the greatest tool ever invented. V-Earth is a simulation powered by a network of neural algorithms. An extension of work done with AIs. I’m going to help people on an unimaginable scale, Cory.” She stared at him as if trying to determine whether he grasped the magnitude of what she’d revealed.

He was formulating an exit strategy when she said, “I’ve programmed the simulation to track the evolution of life on Earth. Natural catastrophes, the rise and fall of civilizations, all the wars, all the trials and tribulations we’ve faced as a species. I’ve also introduced newer challenges such as global warming.”

“And what did you learn?” he asked.

“That we’re doomed. Invariably, we pollute the atmosphere and the oceans, warm the planet, destroy the food chain. I’ve run the program countless times and always get the same predictable outcome. Our inherent selfishness, our inability to empathize with the plight of others, other species, even with our own future generations, always destroys us. But then . . . ” She wagged her index finger excitedly. “I restarted the sim and made a few tweaks to Earth’s past.”

“You reprogrammed human history?”

“Yes. No.” She shrugged. “Sort of. I explored numerous paths with Homo sapiens, but it didn’t make much of a difference. All roads led to self-destruction. Then I went in a different direction.”

She stepped to the computer and swiped the touchscreen. “Zoom in.” The image of a cityscape, windowless edifices resembling thirty-story gravestones, appeared on the plexi-glass divider. Swarms of winged, yellow-skinned creatures darted in and out of hidden apertures in the structures.

“You’re witnessing a live shot of present day South America. A typical work day in Rio de Janeiro.” She beamed at the image as if she were a child showing off her prized insect collection. “Countless species have flickered into and out of existence in our prehistory. We’re here today only because just the right combination of events created a niche for small mammals to thrive and to evolve, ultimately, into the modern human. Eliminating any one of those events dramatically alters the forms of life arising through natural selection. But no matter the mix, evolution, I found, favors intelligence.”

“And here I thought it favored cockroaches,” he said, chuckling nervously. 

“Every change to prehistory resulted in the rise of a different apex form of intelligent life. In this version, no asteroid struck the Yucatan Peninsula. No extinction of the dinosaurs took place at that time. Instead, a disease I introduced a million years later wiped out most of the large dinosaurs along with small mammals, allowing an amphibious salamander-like creature to survive and multiply. And—voila!—one hundred million years later we have the Sallies.”

The magnified image displayed three reptilian creatures at the base of a palm tree. One stood on its hind legs, four-feet tall with slick lime-green skin and a prehensile tail. The second had yellow skin and bore translucent wings, allowing it to hover a few feet off the ground. These were the ones flying over the city. The third, a grey-scaled creature, skittered on all fours and had larger, saucer-shaped eyes and a thicker tail. Patches of fungus spread thickly across their torsos. 

“These are the predominant races of the species that rules the seven continents.”

“This—this is incredible.” He had trouble finding his voice as he considered multiple story angles: “Humankind Replaced by Lizards,” “Mad Scientist Alters History,” “The Fall’s New Fashion: Fungus.” This story was sure to draw blinks—maybe in the tens of millions. “So if I understand correctly, these creatures live—literally—in this world you’ve created? If I walked past this plexi divider I could shake this globe with my bare hands?”

”Well, no, you’d move right through it. It’s a holo, after all. But you could program a set of cosmic hands to shake the sphere, sure.” The idea seemed to amuse her.

She opened a drawer and pulled out a metal cube with thin hollow tubes protruding from two of its sides. “This is the breakthrough I was referring to, the first of what I expect will be many revolutionary inventions to come.”

She handed him the contraption, which seemed made for the Sallies’ thin delicate fingers.

“This is an Extractor. It’s 1000% more efficient at segregating carbon than anything we’ve ever developed. It can remove excess greenhouse gases from the atmosphere within a fifty-mile radius. The Sallies have installed large-scale versions of these Extractors, thousands of them, throughout their world. It took them decades, but they solved the problem of climate change. More than any other intelligent form of life I’ve evolved on v-Earth, the Sallies are the ultimate problem-solvers.” 

“This actually . . . works?” He held the Extractor in the palm of his hand, shaken by what it represented.

“Perfectly.”

He stared at the holo-world, its poles barren of ice. “It doesn’t seem the device did the locals any good.”

“Yes, well, the Sallies took a long time to develop it. In the meantime, global warming ravaged their world. But it also gave them a tremendous incentive to develop a solution, which they did.”

He had trouble wrapping his mind around it. Had Milagros really solved the problem of climate change, here, in the basement of this house? It had to be a hoax. Or, more likely, she’d deluded herself into actually believing this nonsense. But true or not, the story could save his job. And, if true, it might even make his career.

“The Sallies present us with a unique opportunity to find solutions to problems,” she said. “Any problem. So let me ask you, Cory, what would you have them solve next, if you could?”

He paused, pondering the question, and thought of his father’s painful coughing fits as the tumors spread, his own ordeal with bone marrow transplants and radiation and chemotherapy. “Cancer,” he said. “A cure for cancer.”

“Great minds think alike.”

● ● ●

Chapter 103: The Black Scythe and the Age of Pestilence

The great plague descended upon the People of La Mangri first, killing innocent larvae in their developmental stages, rendering entire populations childless. Then the cell mutations spread to adults, bringing a slow and agonizing death to millions.

As the decaying corpses gave rise to more disease, my great-grandmother Und-ora devised stadium-sized pyres to mass-incinerate thousands of the dead at once.

She also led local thinknests in their frenzied attempts to determine the origin of the disease and stop its spread. When the cell mutations proved to be non-contagious they studied possible environmental causes of the illness. But hundreds of Houses of different regions with radically different diets, customs and lifestyles were all similarly stricken. With no natural explanation at hand, thinknests around the globe independently arrived at the same inescapable conclusion: the plague was another Divine test. The People assumed they had proven themselves worthy when they implemented the Extractors, purifying the atmosphere of the gods’ deadly gases. 

But the gods were capricious.

Over the next decade, despite numerous attempted treatments and false breakthroughs, the Black Scythe, as it came to be called, decimated the People. Then members of the thinknests themselves fell victim to the plague, hindering the research for a cure. 

Within two decades, ninety-eight percent of the world’s population—two billion People—died of the disease. Societies collapsed. Modern civilization as we knew it disappeared.

The desperate bands of survivors stopped praying for they had settled upon a harsh truth: the gods cared nothing about their fate; the People’s only hope was to help themselves.

The House of Family Jar-ella, including my grandmother, the venerated Lar-inda, assembled and trained those survivors, forming new thinknests, and directed their attention to the study of genetics, which she believed held the key to combatting the Black Scythe.

Many historians have studied La-rinda’s life to try to understand her inspiration for pressing forward when anyone else would have given up hope. I believe the answer can be found in her personal suffering. In my research, I discovered an account by La-rinda herself, an entry in her private life-notes, maintained in the storage froth at the Verdant Cove seabed: 


“Before we’d made any breakthroughs on our studies of the genome, As-trel, the youngest of my two children, succumbed to a tumor in her brain, which struck her blind and made her forget who I was. She spent her last moments afraid, alone in the darkness.

And when I thought I could bear no more grief, Vin-el, another of my children, was afflicted with a cell mutation in her anterior intestine, a blockage that made it impossible for her to eat.

In her final days I could only feed her pain-numbing leafwax as I sat with her in a lily pond, our feet and tails entwined in the cool water, as she labored to breathe. I gently stroked her snout. She said, “Find the solution, Mother. I know you can do it.”

“We’re close,” I said. “We’ve identified the genes responsible for staving off the malignancies. If we can target them, activate the body’s defenses . . . ”

“I don’t—I don’t mean the solution to the plague, Mother,” she said, forcing the words out through ragged breaths. “I mean the solution to the cruelty of existence. I’ve prayed. I’ve been good to others. What have I done to deserve this?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Not a thing, little one.” Before I could decide what more to say, how to comfort her, she let out a wheeze. Her last breath. And in the long minutes that followed, I lay still in the pond, clutching her limp body and considering her final words, words that would haunt me for years to come: What have we done to deserve this? 

—From The Chronicles of House Jar-ella, excerpt by Zen-do, daughter of Shen-ri 


● ● ●

“That’s nuts,” Charlie said.

Cory leaned forward, his hand trembling as he bought the shot glass to his lips. Charlie’s projection sat on the bar stool next to him. 

“That sums it up nicely,” Cory said.

“This woman invented a device that cleanses the atmosphere of greenhouse gases?” Charlie said. “Show it to me.”

“She keeps the Extractor under lock and key. And I can’t release my ret-recordings without her approval.”

“And the supposed ‘cure’ for cancer?”

“It’s been more than a week since she unleashed a plague on the virtual world—not sure how many decades in the simulator—with nothing to show for it so far. But Milagros is confident the Sallies will find a cure.”

“You realize, don’t you, this woman is either out of her mind or so deluded she might as well be.”

“So I should walk away?”

“No, no, I’m not saying that. Heck, if she’s as messed up as I think she is, her story may draw major blinks. ‘Former EncelaCorp bigwig off her rocker; plays God in basement.’ ”

Cory signaled for another drink. The bartender shot him a dirty look. He didn’t seem to appreciate Charlie’s holo occupying a stool at the bar, even though the place was empty in the snowstorm.

“Know anything else about her background?” Charlie asked.

“We went to college together, dated briefly, but that was a long time ago.”

“Huh.” Charlie puffed on an e-cigar and ran his hand through the mop of white hair hanging over his eyebrow mods.

“She says she contacted me because she trusts me. And I haven’t learned anything more about her beyond the basics on the Neuronet.”

“Dig deep. Find out what broke her.”

The whiskey burned Cory’s esophagus. “Charlie, what if it’s true? What if she’s not ‘broken’ and she’s really developing these miraculous devices?”

Charlie’s image froze, mouth open. Cory thought for a moment the projection had gone on the fritz until Charlie let out a loud belly laugh. He then stopped abruptly. “Wait. You’re serious?” A light seemed to go off in his head. “Oh geez, Cory. I’m sorry. I can be a friggin’ numbskull sometimes.” He wiped his eyes with his sleeves. “How was your doctor’s visit?”

“It was my final round of chemo. I’ve been in remission for months now.”

“Look, I didn’t mean to kid around about the cancer cure. It’d be nice if it were all true.”

“If not for her background with EncelaCorp, I’d just assume she was full of it, too. But this holo, Charlie, it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

He trained his eyes on Cory. “Stay objective. And keep your guard up, okay?”

“Always.”

Charlie shouted at an invisible person in the distance. “Keep your pants on! I’m almost done.” He turned back to face him. “Gotta go. But I need your story on this lunatic ASAP. I’m under pressure from the Board. I have to reduce a third of my staff by the end of the month. And unless you show a dramatic uptick in blinks . . . ”

Cory lifted the shot glass and downed another drink. “Ten days to deliver the goods. I understand.” 

● ● ●

“To the Revivifier,” Milagros said, raising her glass.

“The Revivifier,” he repeated, clinking his champagne glass against hers. “I still can’t believe it. Will it really work on human beings?”

“The device triggers a radical immunological response. It causes certain genes to generate oncolytic viruses targeted to the cancer cells. It’ll work.”

“And you knew the Sallies could do it?” He tried to maintain an even keel, but couldn’t keep the excitement out of his voice. 

“Not for certain. The disease killed off most of them, unfortunately. But the remaining two percent should repopulate the planet in time. I can fast-forward the sim a few centuries and the civilization will likely rebound. They’re a resilient bunch.”

“Milagros, we need to go public with this.” If he could share the information with the right experts, they might be able to confirm these incredible claims. He thought of his visits to the oncologist, the CT scans he had to endure every three months. To finally be rid of the constant dread . . . 

“Soon,” she said. “I have a few more problems I need the Sallies to solve first.”

“More problems?”

“Asteroid defense. Last year’s disaster in North Asia . . . If the asteroid fragment had struck a metropolitan area—and not some poor village nobody cared about—the death toll would have been in the millions instead of the thousands. World leaders might have stood up and taken notice, developed a plan.”

“Asteroid defense? I’m surprised EncelaCorp hasn’t figured that out by now,” he said. The conglomerate was streaming the consciousness of astronauts into outer space and exploring rogue planets; asteroid defense seemed simple in comparison.

“It’s more a matter of budgetary constraints than technological limitations. I’d like to have an inexpensive solution in hand for governments around the globe.”

“Listen,” he said in the most measured voice he could muster. “We’re sitting on the cure to cancer here. Cancer.”

“Not for long.”

“Every day we delay, people are dying. Why wait?”

“I have my reasons.”

“Not good enough. We can save—”

“You don’t get to decide,” she snapped. “I call the shots on when and how we break the news.”

He had to restrain himself. After a few seconds, he exhaled and said, “We’ll pulse the story about the Revivifier later this week then?”

“Soon. When I say so,” she repeated.

He couldn’t understand her reticence. When he spoke with Charlie again last night his boss had read him the riot act about sitting on the story of v-Earth. As frustrating as it was, he first needed Milagros to agree to unlock his ret-recordings.

He gathered himself and poured after-dinner cognacs for the two of them. They then stood together in front of the rotating v-Earth while Milagros ran her fingers over the computer touchscreen and delivered verbal instructions to program the asteroid strike.

“Can the Sallies see us?” he asked, sipping on his drink. “Two slightly drunk giants looming over their world?”

“No,” she said. “That wouldn’t do at all. Our side of the plexi is transparent, theirs is veiled with a galaxy of stars.”

“Ah,” he said. The alcohol had started to kick in. 

He pushed a button on the desk monitor, calling up an image from planetside.

She smacked his hand. “No touching.” She slid her fingers over the monitor. “I’ll have a small strike take out one continent. Then I’ll put several asteroids—large enough to destroy all life on the planet—on a direct collision course. That should light a fire under them.”

“You nas-ty woman,” he said with a smile and a hiccup. “What if they don’t detect the incoming asteroids?”

“They’ll be studying the skies after the first strike. And I’ll place the asteroids far away enough to give them time to formulate a response.” 

“You have absolute power over them, over the planet,” he said. “You really are God.”

She leaned in and kissed him. 

He hesitated for a moment, startled, then kissed her back. As he pulled her closer and they kissed harder, out of the corner of his eye he spotted movement. A fiery asteroid, slamming into Europe, incinerating fifty million Sallies.

● ● ●

The plume snaked up out of the globe as she slid back into her dress. Reaching out to the monitor, he poked the screen and said, “Zoom in.” This time she said nothing, buttoning her dress silently and watching him in amusement.

On the plexiscreen, four Sallies, two adults and two children, fled from a black cloud of dust sweeping across the horizon. One of the adult’s tattered wings hung limply at her side while her mate wrapped a tail around her midsection, helping her hobble forward. As the cloud closed in, the adults urged the children to flee. “Go!” they screamed. “Fly!” One of the children took to the air while the other stared back in indecision before the darkness swallowed them all.

Milagros flicked off the transmission. “It’s not a toy,” she said.

“But they are your playthings.”

She paused before responding, the corner of her lip curling upward. “Still, there’s no reason to be unnecessarily cruel.” Then she laughed at her own joke.

● ● ●

Chapter 186: When Heaven’s Hammer Struck and Stones Fell Like Summer Rain

Mother was a hatchling when Heaven’s Hammer struck, obliterating a continent, devastating the world. In the aftermath, molten rock rained from the skies.

But chaos did not reign, as one would have expected. The works of my foremothers, the collective agony and sacrifices of the People, had paved the way to cope, to gather, to regroup. 

Tribes relocated to areas of the globe far removed from the impact site where they reprogrammed their Extractors to cleanse the atmosphere of the billowing clouds of ash. The sisters of House Jar-ella treated the injured masses with a modified version of the Revivifier, which not only helped them regenerate missing limbs, but made them healthier and stronger.

Thinknests directed their collective gaze to the heavens, to the gods’ next challenge: massive incoming boulders threatening to extinguish all life on Mother Earth. Within months, nesting communities led by House Jar-ella devised plans for the construction of a planetary Deflector that could be operationalized within two years, more than enough time to shield the world from another catastrophic strike.

Heaven’s Hammer had an unexpected side effect. It caused the People to turn away from their worship of the gods—for what had centuries of prayer and purification rituals wrought?—and to seek solace in the study of the natural world. 

By hurling mountains at us from space, the gods had made a crucial mistake. They’d directed the attention of the thinknests to the cosmos. Reality, we came to learn, consisted of particles no smaller than a nanometer—pixels. And in our study of mathematics we found familiar ratios from quantum to celestial levels, as if strings of a computer program snaked through all of spacetime. We also puzzled over the missing mass of our universe, dark matter —enigmatic and undetectable—which constituted the majority of the cosmos, but remained hidden from us. The stars themselves, we came to realize, were a thin veneer, a fiction, the universe itself a grand deception. 

—From The Chronicles of House Jar-ella, excerpt by Pin-ra, daughter of Zen-do

● ● ●

As Milagros lay in bed, her eyes flitted left and right and she blinked every few seconds. 

“Have I missed anything important going on in the real world?” Cory asked. He couldn’t access current neuronews while recording her with his eyecam.

“Define ‘important.’ Arms control negotiations collapsed. A new study found the Pacific’s toxicity level has tripled. Several local mass shootings took place.”

“Par for the course.” He traced his index finger along the side of her face, across the triangular mod jutting out of her temple down to the metal jacks on her jaw.

She shrugged him away.

Blinking off, she reached toward her nightstand for the hexagonal contraption she’d been fiddling with all evening. The device was modeled, she said, after the Sallies’ planetary Deflector.

“What are you up to, Milagros? A little corporate espionage?” he teased.

She glared at him. “Is everything a joke to you?” 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything. Look, can we pick up where we left off?” He pushed aside a pillow and sat up on his elbow to get the best angle of her face with his eyecam.

“The interview? I still don’t understand why anyone would care about my personal life.”

“Right now, they wouldn’t,” he admitted. “But once we flood the Neuronet with news of your inventions, trust me, viewers will want to know everything about you. To maximize the publicity, we’ll have to leverage the 24-hour news cycle—before the public’s attention shifts.”

“Will people really lose interest so quickly? I’m introducing life-changing technologies.”

“At most, you’ll get 36 hours. But I wouldn’t bet on it. In fact, you may get less than 24 hours if Angelique changes her hairstyle or Wilfredo takes a semi-nude selfie.”

“Who?”

“Pop celebrities. Look, it doesn’t matter. My point is we’ll need to move fast with follow-up pieces to reach the largest audience and cash in before interest wanes. Although, let’s be realistic, with the patents on this tech, you’ll be set for life anyway.”

“It’s not about the money,” she said. 

“Right.”

“It’s not. I plan to revolutionize the world, our world, just like I’ve changed v-Earth.”

He snapped his fingers. “That’s good! So we should portray you as a selfless humanitarian who’s dedicated her life to helping others?”

“Melodramatically stated, but not wrong. That surprises you?”

“I don’t know.” To him, she seemed more mad scientist than philanthropic researcher. “I guess it shouldn’t,” he added quickly.

Best to press on, he thought, to expand on some of the items they’d covered in their earlier interview. “What was it like growing up in San Juan’s tech valley in a broken home, an only child?”

She scrunched her face. “My parents decided not to renew their marriage contract when I was five years old, but their breakup was amicable.”

“Then you worked your way up from poverty, graduated from MIT on a scholarship.”

“Scratch the ‘poverty’ part. My tía left me a sizable trust fund, which allowed me to live comfortably and pay my tuition.”

She reached over and ran her hand over his clavicle, over patches of discolored skin from the radiation treatments. “What’s this?”

“It’s nothing,” he said. “I thought you’d accepted my AR modification.”

“I’ve been with you before. I don’t need to see some masked, polished version of your body,” she said.

The turn in their conversation made him uncomfortable.

“And finally,” he said, clearing his throat, “you reached the pinnacle of success with EncelaCorp—before the company wrongfully terminated you.” 

She looked away from him. “Do we have to mention that?”

“They treated you unfairly. And success is your revenge. Trust me, the public will eat it up. Everyone loves a good revenge story.” 

She turned her attention back to the device, studying its six corners, rotating it in her hands. “The Sallies have such long slender fingers. It makes this difficult to operate.”

“At what point did you decide to give up on humanity in your simulations?” he said.

“After 153 sims with Homo sapiens, I realized I wasn’t getting anywhere so I went in a different direction.”

“The Sallies are all female?”

“Mm-hm.”

“How do they—?”

“Parthenogenesis. They’re able to develop an embryo from an unfertilized egg. It’s resulted in a unisexual species. I can describe how if you’d like.”

Consumers would blink off if the conversation turned too technical so he redirected her to a topic likely to be of more interest. 

“Are the Sallies sentient?”

“In a sense. Layers of algorithms similar to the ones used to power our AIs run the sim. Without sentience, the Sallies wouldn’t have the ability to think independently and problem-solve.”

“So you’ve given them souls.”

She rolled her eyes. “Let’s just say they’re programmed to think and feel. They have to or they wouldn’t be of any use to us.”

“Is what you’re doing ethical? Inflicting so much suffering?”

“The suffering in my simulation? Weighed against all the tragedies of the real world?” She paused and stared out the window, setting down the device. It was still a few minutes before sunrise and the sky had a hint of blood-pink in it. “Would it be ethical not to conduct research that could help so many people? Children suffering from cancer. Displaced coastal communities facing climate change. A world plagued with so many horrible problems. No, the simulation of a sentient being is not the same thing as a sentient being. Programmed suffering is not real suffering.”

“You could always create a better world for them. Let them live happier lives.”

“To what end? Happiness doesn’t breed creativity or ingenuity or invention. No, progress is borne out of a terrible struggle, a stew of agony and suffering. That’s what makes them apex problem-solvers.”

The apex problem-solvers. Pithy. Charlie would like that.

“I’ll leave it to history to judge my actions.”

History and our viewers, he thought. 

● ● ●

Milagros was in a deep sleep the next evening when he crept out of the bedroom and ventured down the hallway. Tapping the mod on his temple, he played back in slo-mo his ret-recording of her fingers punching a long sequence of numbers on the door keypad. He pressed the same numbers, the steel door’s lock clicked and he pulled it open.

Although the inventions and the interviews would draw significant blinks, the story so far lacked sufficient entertainment value. The sheer volume of viewers might impress his bosses, but a story of this magnitude combined with the right demographics could provide him financial security for life. Plus, if Milagros’s inventions proved a bust, he needed a safety net for his future. He’d been through too much to allow himself to wind up unemployed and on public assistance again.

Fortunately, he’d observed when Milagros programmed the cancer plague and the asteroid strike. And although he couldn’t share his locked ret-recordings with anyone else, he could readily access them himself. He studied the playback of her fingers flying over the monitor and mimicked the movements precisely. Clearing his throat, he then delivered the appropriate voice commands and programmed a scenario likely to draw viewers from across a much wider demographic spectrum.

It was time to entertain the masses with good old-fashioned action. 

He zoomed in to observe and record the activity up close.

● ● ●

Chapter 243: The Soulless Invaders from Beyond

On an ordinary morning like any other the flying disks materialized over the city, hovering in the skies while massive crowds gathered to stare in wonder.

Pandemonium erupted.

The disks fired sizzling beams of light at towers packed with thousands of innocent workers, toppling the structures. This caused waterway tunnels to collapse, instantly killing thousands more.

Dozens of the disks landed, and from out of them emerged strange creatures—abominations!—blue-gray, dry-skinned and diminutive, with luminous eyes and wriggling antennae. Next to each of the creatures lumbered massive two-legged machines wielding bomb-launching weaponry.

Here, the history of the People becomes my personal history for I was a child during the invasion, one among many in the panicked masses, clutching my mother’s tail in terror. Central Clearedfield fell to the invaders while Mother and I retreated to the city’s outskirts. And as much as I might try, I would never be able to forget the atrocities I witnessed on that dark day.

My mother served as a tactician in one of the underground thinknests tasked with developing a strategy to battle the enemy. Unlike the People of Jeh-win, the aliens could not fly without their vessels, so we feigned powerlessness, sustaining massive casualties for the sole purpose of drawing them out. Then House Jeh-win launched a furious offensive from the air, separating the aliens from their ships and allowing us to overwhelm them with our greater numbers. We used the modified Extractor to generate thick clouds, hindering the creatures’ movements. Our soldiers carried portable Revivifiers to heal our fallen comrades, and we adapted technology from the planetary Deflector to create offensive weapons that obliterated the alien machines and sliced the creatures to shreds, leaving their disemboweled corpses rotting in the streets. United, we, the People, proved unstoppable.

Our soldiers boarded their vessels to try to turn their ships against them, but we found no operating systems within. The ships’ slick walls bore no sign of any technology. And despite their coordinated movements, the invaders themselves possessed no apparent sentience. They operated as if they were soulless, animated automatons.

We initially believed the abominations had originated from outer space, but then determined the vessels had actually materialized below the planetary Deflector. It confirmed what everyone already knew: this was yet another Divine attack.

As the news of our victory swept through the crowd, my mother curled her tail around my waist, lifting me high in the air as the People hissed with joy. I stared up into the cloudless sky in that thrilling moment, lost in the cobalt blue. Then I spotted the dark figures descending from the heavens, shadows so massive they eclipsed the sun. 

Devices employed by the thinknests to study the cosmos helped identify the dark smears in the sky. They were fingers. Colossal fingers. The fingers of God’s righteous fist reaching down to smash the Earth. 

—From The Chronicles of House Jar-ella, excerpt by Lei-ani, daughter of Pin-ra

● ● ●

Cory awoke on the cellar floor, his head throbbing.

After recording the Sallies’ great victory over the alien hordes, the last thing he remembered was programming the cosmic hands to give v-Earth a good shake. Viewers would enjoy the spectacle of the global catastrophe. He’d accelerated the Sallies’ evolution to allow them to meet the new threat when a sudden electrical jolt had sent him flying backwards.

He struggled to his feet. To his right, silhouettes danced against the blue glow of v-Earth, forms with transparent wings drooping at their sides. 

He blinked and the shadows disappeared.

Blinked again, and they reappeared.

A dozen Sallies filled the cellar, staring dumbfoundedly at their surroundings and at the holo of their planet. He gaped at them, similarly astounded. 

The Sallies had mods on their snouts and tails.

He brought his fingertips to his eyelid mods, tapped them. The Sallies vanished. His retinal readers. The Sallies appeared to be present in the room, but they’d somehow infected the Neuronet.

He sensed movement to his left. Milagros stood halfway down the cellar stairwell. “Cory?” she shouted. “What have you done?”

He blinked and the Sally leader disappeared. Blinked again and she stood nearer, locking eyes with him. A forked tongue with mods flicked out of the Sally’s mouth, pressing against his eyelids. 

My God, what was happening?

The cold, wet tongue retracted and time stood still. Then the Sally leader sighed deeply. “This explains so much.” She turned to face Milagros. “Finally we meet face to face, Cruel God. I am Car-ling of House Jar-ella.”

“How—This isn’t possible!” Milagros said, tapping the mods on her face.

“You,” the Sally said to him. “When you clutched our world in your hands every thinknest across the globe isolated the frequency of the projection and used the planetary shieldtech to trace the signal back to its point of origin. Here.” The Sally waved her thin arms in the air, turning back to Milagros. “You turned us into the ultimate problem-solvers. And at last we’ve identified our ultimate problem: You.”

“You’re seeing her too, Cory?” Milagros asked.

“Y-yes,” he said.

“All the meaningless suffering you inflicted on us,” the Sally said.

“It wasn’t meaningless,” Milagros said. “Your suffering served a purpose. A noble purpose.”

The Sally hissed.

“And it only made you stronger,” Milagros said. “It was necessary. Part of a larger plan.”

“A plan to help your people at the expense of mine.”

An awkward silence followed. Finally Milagros answered. “I can make things better. I can reprogram the simulation.” 

“As can I,” the Sally answered coldly. 

Cory’s heart thrummed as the realization set in: The Sally had accessed his ret-recordings of Milagros programming the sim.

A bright, swirling spiral whooshed open behind Milagros. On the other side of it, a crowded city teeming with waterways appeared.

Through squinting eyes, he saw the Sally move closer to Milagros until they stood face-to-face. The Sally pushed. And Milagros fell back through the projection. 

The spiral flared, Cory shielded his eyes and when he opened them, Milagros was gone.

He blinked and blinked again. All the Sallies had vanished except for their leader. 

“How—?” On the plexi-glass divider a magnified image appeared of soldiers hauling a shackled Milagros through a crowd. Her dirty hair hung over her face. Days, if not weeks, must have already passed on v-Earth since her arrival. The mob rained acid spit on her and she shrieked in pain, welts forming on her neck and bare arms. The Sallies ripped at their own skin and hurled chunks of flesh at her as she moved along the path toward an elevated platform. There, a ten-foot metal crucifix awaited her. 

Cory turned away from the projection. 

“We share much in common with you,” the Sally leader said to him. “We, too, have known pain and cruelty at the hands of the Creator.”

“I don’t understand,” he said. “Milagros didn’t do anything to me.” 

She leaned down until her green-skinned face was an inch away from his. “Oh? Then you don’t realize . . . ?” She said this with a half-laugh, half-hiss. “I’m talking about the true Creator. Millions of simulations up the chain. I aim to find her and make her pay.” She directed her attention to the programming monitor and pressed a sequence of keys.

He turned and ran up the stairs.

● ● ●

Cory fled the house and called Charlie. An hour later, they both returned and Cory pushed open the unlocked front door and edged down the hallway. He poked his head down the stairs to the cellar.

Nothing. 

They descended. There was no sign of the Sallies. No programming monitor. No hologram of v-Earth behind the plexiscreen. He scoured the cellar for the Extractor, the Deflector, the Revivifier—No! The Revivifier! Gone. All of it gone.

He touched his eyelid mods. His ret-recorders were blank. The Sally’s tongue had somehow extracted the data. He could pulse a story based on his recollection of events, but without proof who would believe any of it?

Charlie didn’t flatly accuse him of making it all up, but gave no indication he believed any of it either. His eye-lenses and temple nodes flashed red and blue—indicating incoming neuronews from his content providers—and he grunted when Cory came to the part where he slept with Milagros to get close to her.

“Never smart to cross that line,” he remarked. “Clouds your judgment. Any idea where Dr. Maldonado ran off to?”

“I just told you, she—”

“Right, right. The lizard people kidnapped her. Did you hear EncelaCorp filed charges against her? Pulsed over the Neuronet a few hours ago. They turned up proof she stole some proprietary AI algorithms. No wonder she’s on the run.”

Stolen algos. That explained Milagros’s reluctance to come forward too soon with the story. And why she wanted to reveal as many Sally inventions as possible to the largest reachable audience at one time. EncelaCorp’s army of lawyers would have swooped in and claimed ownership of v-Earth, the Sallies, and every one of their inventions.

He checked every room of the house, every closet, every drawer, but the Sally leader had been thorough in removing any vestiges of v-Earth. 

● ● ●

Cory decided to pulse the tale of corporate espionage: “Former EncelaCorp Employee Absconds with AI Software/ Remains on the Run.” It was nothing compared to the story that could have been, of course, the story of v-Earth and its miraculous inventions. And while it wouldn’t draw anywhere near enough blinks to save his job, at least it might provide him with a decent final paycheck.

He relaxed his left eye and, sure enough, the flash he expected followed almost immediately. He blinked and Charlie’s beaming face appeared.

“Nice work, Cory. You’re already on pace for a million blinks,” he said. “Not half-bad. I’m sorry I couldn’t keep you on. No hard feelings?”

“We’re good,” he said. And he meant it.

With some luck, he might be able to scrape by on the income from his final story, for a short while at least. He considered telling Charlie about the pulse he’d received from his oncologist last night, about the tumors detected on his pituitary gland. The cancer had returned. But he saw no point in making Charlie feel any worse about letting him go. He’d beaten back cancer before and made it through terrible times. Sickness, hunger, homelessness. His pain had only made him tougher, stronger. He’d find a way to push through again. He had no choice.

“If you want to do a follow-up piece on the manhunt for Dr. Maldonado,” Charlie said, “I might be able to pull some strings to—”

“There won’t be any follow-ups. She won’t be found.”

“Mm-hm.” He could tell Charlie still didn’t believe him about v-Earth, but at least he was polite enough not to say so out loud. Charlie blinked hard and his eyes glazed over for a second. “Your piece just peaked at 1.1 million blinks, and is trending downward now.”

“Not a bad sendoff.”

“No, not bad at all. Look, Cory, if you ever need anything—”

“Thanks, Charlie. I appreciate it.”

“You bet.”

Cory blinked off and strode from his dining room to the snow-covered window. Another seven inches of August snow had fallen, the latest sign of climate change run rampant. 

He’d been over it in his head countless times. The Sallies had found a way to cross over and infiltrate the Neuronet. That much he understood. But their leader had touched Milagros—an impossibility. For the Sallies to take solid form in our world defied the laws of physics. Yet . . . he had seen Milagros on v-Earth. Or had it simply been an image of her? But then how had she vanished? He had mulled it over for days and only one explanation made any sense. An explanation he refused to accept, but which haunted him. He recalled what Milagros had told him about the Simulation Hypothesis, the notion of our own reality residing within a simulated universe. If the Sallies had jumped from one simulation into another, if our own reality was itself a simulation . . . it would explain how the Sallies and Milagros could have made that fantastic leap between our world and theirs.

He thought of the Sally leader’s final words to him, about moving up a chain of simulated realities to punish the Creator. The shock of discovering her world was a simulation must have driven her mad. He wished a Creator truly did exist, one he could make pay for all his bad luck, all the hard times. Even if his personal suffering were part of some grand plan, which he very much doubted, it wouldn’t make it any more palatable. And it sure as hell wouldn’t change the fact the so-called Creator was one cruel son of a bitch.

The snowfall intensified, the sky turning a solid slate-gray. He placed his hands on the windowpane and stared up at the clouds, at a peculiar patch of blue sky opening up. He squinted into the cobalt blue and imagined fingers—long, slender fingers the size of continents—reaching down to grind the world to powder. 

● ● ●

Chapter 275: The Age of Peace

The historical tomes, including this testimonial, document the Ages of Turmoil, times when Mother Earth faced Divine assaults threatening her very existence. When the sky itself opened up and rained mountains. When plagues swept across the world and monsters descended from the skies. When billions upon billions of innocents died at the hands of the Cruel God. But then the People rose as one to kill the Cruel God and take the reins of their own destiny.

My mother and her devotional army disappeared years ago on a holy mission to find the gods’ gods and bring them to justice. 

I honor my mother and foremothers. I honor their courage and their ingenuity and their determination. They taught us to find strength within ourselves. And so we ushered in a new age, an age of stability and prosperity. Some argue we’ve become complacent, less productive, but after all we’ve been through, aren’t the People entitled to some small measure of happiness? After all, on all the simulations we’ve programmed, the most successful civilizations are those that take firm control of their own fate to forge the path that lies ahead. 

—From The Chronicles of House Jar-ella, Excerpt by Tey-kin, daughter of Car-ling, daughter of Lei-ani, daughter of Pin-ra, daughter of Zen-do, daughter of Shen-ri, daughter of Siss-ka, daughter of Und-ora, daughter of the Legendary La-rinda and all her blessed foremothers.
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When the Moon Fairy arrived, blown in through an open window one summer night, we were all surprised by how much it resembled Sylvie. Of course, it was much smaller—no longer than Sylvie’s forearm, the perfect size to take its place among her forgotten dolls—but its small, shimmering face was a tiny image of hers, like a portrait cleverly formed from beaten tin. The fairy was found against the bookshelf, lying on Sylvie’s discarded bathing towel, fast asleep with its wings folded along its back. Despite the astonishing grace of its form, it was clearly alive and breathing. When it woke up, it yawned so prettily, we all gasped.

Thus began the time of the Moon Fairy. At first, we thought it would fly away, and left the window open for that purpose, but it seemed comfortable in the house, and soon took to sleeping on Sylvie’s pillow, using her long hair for a blanket. During the day, it was rather paler than at night, almost transparent. After it startled Mother on the stairs, nearly causing her to lose her balance (she complained about it for a week—“Control that thing!” she said), Sylvie made it a little frock of red worsted, with openings for the wings, in which it flitted about as gaily as a kite. She also sewed minuscule undergarments for it, and a red cap with a bow, from under which its bright hair billowed like candy floss. It submitted to being dressed without complaint, closing its eyes. Sylvie taught it to eat cracker crumbs from her finger.

The Moon Fairy liked white foods: crackers, shortbread, rice, and milk. It disliked wine, loud noises, Uncle Claudius Eppenberg, and the cat. In fact, poor Mittens, whom no one loved more than Sylvie, was given away to the neighbor children soon after the fairy’s arrival. From the window on the landing overlooking the neighbors’ garden, Mittens could be observed in her new circumstances, mewling piteously as the children forced her into doll clothes, tied her up in a wagon, and dragged it over the grass. “Poor creature!” Sylvie was heard to murmur, standing at the window. However, she made no attempt to rescue the cat, which had scratched her darling’s wing, leaving a gash that took days to heal. As she looked down, holding the curtain back with one hand, the Moon Fairy curled up in its customary place on her shoulder, sighing placidly and nuzzling her neck.

It really was a charming creature. It smiled, laughed, turned somersaults in the air, played hide-and-seek among the clothes on the line, danced when Ellen played Chopin—did everything but speak. In the evenings, when its energy tended to rise, it would fly round the room up close to the ceiling, emitting a happy buzzing sound. Sylvie said it was singing, but Uncle Claudius, who often dropped by in the evening to have a drink with Father, opined that the buzzing was caused by the movement of the fairy’s wings, “in the manner of a bumblebee or other insect.” “Nonsense,” said Sylvie, frowning. She disliked hearing the fairy compared to an animal. Since the fateful evening when the young man she’d been walking out with that summer (the son of some family friends, a law student with excellent prospects) had rashly referred to the Moon Fairy as “your new pet,” he had been forbidden the house, and the increasingly desperate telephone messages from him we wrote down were crumpled up unread. Unfortunately for Sylvie, it was not so easy to get rid of Uncle Claudius, an “almost doctor,” as she called him rudely behind his back (he had never actually completed his studies), who, since his automobile accident some years before, had been living on the proceeds of the lawsuit, and had nothing better to do than read, play with his shortwave radio, and drink Father’s brandy. “The vibrations,” Uncle Claudius went on, unperturbed, leaning heavily on his cane (he could never tell when he was not wanted) and peering up at the Moon Fairy with his bulging, yellowish eyes, “may be providing it with a new sensation, one unobtainable on the moon, where there is no atmosphere. Apparently, this gives it pleasure.”

The Moon Fairy’s response to this speech was to crouch on the curtain rod, growling and spitting with rage. The change in its manner was so unexpected, and its temper, despite the distortion of its features, so adorable, we all burst out laughing—none more loudly or wickedly than Sylvie. “Come, Claudius,” Father chuckled, taking his elder brother’s arm to lead him toward the library and the bottles. Finding his dissertation drowned in mirth, Uncle Claudius obeyed, still muttering about the Sea of Tranquility.

After that, one had only to pronounce the words “Uncle Claudius” and the fairy would crouch, alert and bristling, its face twisted into an expression of captivating malice and a small whine issuing from its throat. John amused himself like this for days, shouting “Uncle Claudius is coming!” until Sylvie told him to stop. As for Uncle Claudius (who really was obtuse), he gave Sylvie, for her birthday that August, a rare book called On Human Interactions with Lunar Sprites, which she promptly shoved under the bed.

Autumn came. During thunderstorms, the Moon Fairy would rush into Sylvie’s arms and hide its face in her bosom, weeping and trembling. She made it a dress of dark-green felt. She made it a little rabbit-skin coat with matching fur boots, hat, and muff. She walked about town with the fairy on her shoulder. A man from the newspaper came and took her picture, and when it was printed, we noticed again, as if for the first time, the startling resemblance between the fairy and Sylvie. It was like a second Sylvie, mute, argent, and lighter than air. Nothing pleased her more than to hear people say this. In restaurants, when waiters exclaimed over the uncanny coincidence, she blushed happily and left them an extra tip.

There was something of a squall when Sylvie refused to return to college. Father was furious over the money he had wasted for two years, and called Sylvie an empty-headed lump, to which she replied that he had only sent her to college to get her married and off his hands. “I can marry perfectly well,” she said, “without knowing about the French symbolists.” Father said she had better do it then, at which Mother cried and the Moon Fairy hissed like a teapot. Sylvie, however, smiled coolly. “Come, Father, be reasonable. I can’t keep a fairy in the dormitory.” This statement was so inarguable, and the inseparability of Sylvie and her fairy so patently obvious, that Father was deflated. None of us could imagine Sylvie without the Moon Fairy anymore. At times, there even seemed to be a kind of brightness about Sylvie’s skin. It was almost as if she were becoming a lunar creature. One night, when Mother came down to make sure she had turned off the gas, she screamed at the sight of a strange old woman in the living room. It was Sylvie. In the moonlight, her hair looked white.

She began to sleep later and later in the mornings, the fairy tucked under her hair. The two of them stayed awake late at night, often coming downstairs when the rest of the family was in bed for a midnight supper of toasted almonds and cream. In the morning, Mother found their cups in the sink. Sometimes one of us awoke to the sound of the sewing machine, like a distant airplane. Sylvie made matching lace nightgowns for the Moon Fairy and herself, and matching white fur slippers and fleece robes. Soon they wore nothing but these snowy garments. They grew peevish during the day. Sylvie complained that the fairy wouldn’t let her do anything—and it was true it pulled her hair if she tried to play music or read—but she wouldn’t hear of leaving it with someone else. The one time she did so, during her illness just after the Christmas holidays, was a disaster. Ellen volunteered to keep the fairy in her room (she had always been a little jealous of Sylvie, the creature’s clear favorite), and the door to Sylvie’s room was closed and locked. What was our amazement and distress the following morning, upon finding the Moon Fairy stretched before Sylvie’s door in a dead faint, and Ellen utterly vanished! Only when Father went to the back closet for his galoshes did he hear Ellen shouting and crying from the mud house. The mud house—so called by the family for generations, no one knows exactly why—was a shed near the back fence, originally built to house garden tools, but cleaned up and fitted out with a table and chairs, and even a woodstove and a chimney, for the amusement of the children. Here, Ellen informed us once she was able to speak coherently, the Moon Fairy had lured her in the middle of the night, dancing just in front of her, all radiant with moonbeams (“Oh! So beautiful!” Ellen repeated, sobbing), and once she was safely inside, it had pinched her horribly all over her face, so that she fell down behind the table (and she had the marks of this treatment on her still—tiny fierce pinpricks, like a rash), and then flown out and locked the door. Ellen called for help and banged on the door, to no avail. Fortunately she had some matches and a stub of candle in her pocket (a thing expressly forbidden, but Father could scarcely complain, under the circumstances), and was able to light some bits of charred wood in the stove. Otherwise—as the doctor informed us severely when he arrived—she might have come out of the mud house frostbitten or worse. Ellen was put to bed under quilts, and the Moon Fairy laid on Sylvie’s pillow. It had knocked itself unconscious against her door. Its face was purple for days.

We might have read of such incidents in the book Sylvie had received from Uncle Claudius Eppenberg, On Human Interactions with Lunar Sprites. We might have read of Elizabeth Dobb, who, walking over the heath one night, was struck by a ray of moonlight and left with “a limpet between her breasts.” This “limpet” could not be detached without danger to the patient, and would eat nothing but white sugar and ether, a demand that eventually beggared Elizabeth’s family. We might have read of the young Abbé de Beaumarais, a bright intellect with a promising future and favorite of Marguerite de Navarre, whose health was destroyed by “a silver light lodged underneath his hair.” Of this luminosity, he wrote: “My beloved twin! He is all heart; reason maddens him; even now, as I attempt to describe him, he pricks my eardrum.” We might have read of the Japanese nobleman and painter known as Lord Sparrow, who built an entire palace to house a creature no bigger than a grain of rice. Though these stories offer no solutions, they might have prepared us for what was to come, but we did not open the book until the summer was well advanced, until Sylvie was no longer sleeping in her room, and Martha Evans, who “did” for Mother once a week, discovered the book under the bed. Then, with horror and compassion, we read of Apalus, son of Threpte, who blinded himself with an awl after his moon spirit suddenly left him, because he could no longer bear to see the light. And we read of Nuru el-Uyun, daughter of the sultan of Zanzibar, who, after nearly a year of close companionship with a mysterious girl as graceful as a sprig of night-blooming jasmine, was deserted by her friend, and sank immediately into a wasting illness, characterized most gruesomely by the destruction of her fingernails, or perhaps (the manuscript describing her case is, regretfully, damaged) by the mutilation of both the nails and the fingertips, an illness from which the princess, so fortunate by birth, was never to recover, and which is known as al-Inhitat al-Qamari, or “lunar decline.”

“The most terrible thing,” wrote Andreas Vogeler, a gifted composer whose career was abruptly stifled, from the Swiss sanatorium where he lived out the dregs of his days, “is that I do not know why it came, and I do not know why it left. I spend my days thinking, not only of what I might have done to avoid its arrival, but of what I might have done to keep it near me. Most of all, I think of those ordinary men—clerks, art dealers, estate agents, and the like—who live their entire lives, full of small joys and sorrows, successes and crises, without an inkling of either how happy or how wretched it is possible to be. Such people seem to me like magical beasts. And yet there is no reason why my life should not have been like theirs, for I was a person like anyone. It is the contemplation of this—the absence of reason in my having been, as it were, moonstruck—that prolongs my shattered state.”

One evening we tried to determine the last time we had seen Sylvie happy. (Father left the room when the conversation began and shut himself up in the library, for his bruised heart cannot endure this kind of talk.) We decided it was at the beginning of April, when the cherry trees were in flower. The tree outside Sylvie’s window was particularly thick with blossoms, almost impossibly heavy, so that one felt it must bow down to the ground. She stood at the open window in her nightgown. Her bedroom door was ajar, the room flooded with moonlight extending nearly to the threshold. The dense perfume of the cherry tree too reached us in the hall. Sylvie appeared to be talking to herself, but we soon realized she spoke to the fairy, which hovered about her face, darting and whirling in a strange ballet. “My love, my love,” Sylvie murmured. “My little heart. My silver dollar. My night witch.” She laughed softly and touched a finger to her lip. It was John who realized that she was placing grains of sugar there, which the fairy was lapping up with its own mouth.

A last flash of pure joy in a time of dread. The fairy had begun to leave her. It disappeared for an hour and was found rustling in the pantry. Its face was sharp and impenitent. It flew to the top of the cherry tree and had to be coaxed down with a dish of honey. When she went out, Sylvie took to tying a thread around its ankle, the other end of which she secured to her belt. One day, when she was knotting the thread, the Moon Fairy bit her finger, leaving a small raised welt like a beesting. Sometimes, in the midst of apparent harmony, an evil look came over it, and it flew at her, scratching her neck or yanking her hair. Sylvie grew wan. She began to lose weight. Ugly spots came out on her skin. She complained of a constant “fluttering” in her stomach. It was the terror of the approaching end. She could not cease her vigilance for a moment. She stalked the Moon Fairy, which turned on her, baring its teeth. It refused to wear the clothes she had sewn. It tore up its little nightgown. One night—who knows how, for the windows were closed—it left for good.

“They breed on the moon,” wrote an anonymous sufferer from Thrace, “they come down to earth, they dazzle us with their incandescence, and they go, without logic or hope of appeal, bound by no known law. Since she left me, I am unmoored.”

In June, a few days after the Moon Fairy had flown away, and almost a year to the day since its first appearance, Sylvie received a visit from the neighbor girl, Marjorie Pierce, who found her lying flat on the floor beneath a window. Without getting up, Sylvie described a “dark fire of horror” blazing over her life, and advised Marjorie to strangle Mittens the cat. Marjorie departed in tears, and the doctor was summoned. He found Sylvie in perfect health, but in the evening she walked from her bedroom down to the kitchen, pressed against the wall and scraping her mouth along the plaster with such force that she left a long carmine streak. It was as if she wanted to erase her mouth. Her lips were badly torn, and several teeth broken. She was sent to hospitals in New York, Vermont, and Basel. Now she lives in the mud house, where, after much anguish, Mother finally agreed to place a chamber pot and bed. This solution may seem cruel—we have certainly been censured by the neighbors as a family deficient in feeling—but such people cannot know how the grief of a person abandoned by a Moon Fairy can destroy a house. One would not say, today, that our house is happy, but it is functional. The walls are freshly painted, and Ellen is engaged. As for Sylvie, she sits in the mud house, staring at the table. No one likes to go there, except, as it happens, the Moon Fairy’s old enemy, Uncle Claudius Eppenberg. He says that he and his niece are both victims of accident. He sits for long hours at the table with her, listening to his radio. If you pass through the garden, where the mud house stands covered with vines, you can hear the sound of the radio, very thin, like the chirping of crickets, and if you have the courage, you can pull the vines aside and peer through the thick, dirty glass of the only window. There you will see Uncle Claudius, perhaps fiddling with his radio, perhaps feeding Sylvie something out of a bowl, perhaps merely discoursing to her on some subject that has crossed his mind, blinking his yellow eyes in the half-light. And you will see Sylvie, her hands motionless on the table. She wears a stained plaid dress, buttoned at the throat and wrists. Her mouth hangs dark. If, inadvertently, you move the leaves at the window, gauzy shadows drift across her face. Then it is as if the moon is peeping out of the clouds, shining on her, and withdrawing its gaze again, and you feel, for an instant of absolute, clenching terror, that she is going to turn her eyes on you and strike you to the heart. However, she doesn’t move. The moment passes, leaving a throbbing in its wake. She floats there, oddly detached, like a being immune to gravity. You would not guess that this was a girl who had received every advantage. She no longer looks like our Sylvie. She no longer looks like anyone.
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Thank you for holding. This call may be recorded or monitored for quality assurance. My name is Lisa. To whom am I speaking?

First name, Perry, with an “E.” Last name, [redacted], spelled like it sounds.

Thank you, Perry. How can I help you today?

I want to disconnect my security system and close my account, please.

I see. Just so we’re on the same page, you’re saying that you have some issues with your current service, and you want to explore your options?

That’s not what I’m saying. I’ve decided to disconnect my security system and close my account.

I understand. We know that your needs can change and that you want your services to reflect this. But we appreciate your business, and we hate to lose you. To help you figure out your options, I’d like to ask you a few questions. Okay?

I’m not sure why you need to ask me anything. I just want to cancel.

It helps me put together a package that meets your budget and your needs.

The price isn’t the problem.

You see, it helps me to know that. What do you value the most in your current package?

Again, I don’t see why you need to ask this.

Well, my job is to have a conversation with you about your service.

With all due respect, I don’t think your job involves having a conversation with me at all. I’d just like to cancel my account, please. Is that something you can do? Yes or no?

If you want to cancel your account, you can easily go to your nearest customer service center and take care of it there.

I don’t want to go to a service center. Look, I’ve tried to cancel before, and this time, I really mean it. And before we go on, I want you to know that I’m recording this call, too, and I’m timing how long it takes.

Why?

I want to get this on the record. Can you disconnect me or not?

I just want to keep you from cancelling before you’ve had a chance to explore your options. It isn’t easy to reconnect you, and people often change their minds, after they’ve considered all the alternatives. And if you tell me more about why you want to cancel, it’ll be easier for me to get you what you need.

I’m declining to state why I’m canceling my account because I don’t feel like getting drawn into a conversation. Are you filling out a form? That’s fine. You can go on to the next question.

Perry, I’m trying to help you.

You can help me by disconnecting my service. 

How is that helping you?

Because that’s what I want.

Are there other members of your household?

No. There’s no one. Why does that matter?

Different customers have different needs. Even if it’s just you, it helps if I have the full picture.

What if I said I was moving? A lot of people are moving these days.

Then I’d need your new address to see if you’re in our network.

Well, I’m not moving. I’m not leaving this house. But it shouldn’t matter. 

It’s just that this is an unusual request.

How unusual?

People always change their minds.

Look—all right. Fine. If you need to ask me some questions, just go down the list.

Thank you, Perry. How would you say you use your security system? Be as detailed or as general as you like.

I use it for everything. Just like everyone else does.

Which features are the most important to you?

They’re all important. Or that’s what you want us to think.

I’m going to read off a list of features, and you can rate them on a scale of one to ten, with ten being the best. Continuous streaming content, with over one million free titles on demand? 

Ten.

High-speed data of up to six terabits per second?

Ten.

Home environment and energy regulation?

Ten.

Automated task and errand fulfillment?

Ten. It’s all perfect.

So you’re satisfied with your service?

Yes. Are we done?

I’m sorry, but I’m a little confused. We have the highest rating of any provider of security services. I can’t see why you wouldn’t want something that works. 

Five minutes.

Excuse me?

We’ve been talking for five minutes. And you still haven’t given me what I want. 

I think I understand. Based on what you’ve told me about your situation, I recommend that you upgrade at no extra charge to our premium service, so you can continue to enjoy all your favorite features. May I upgrade your account to reflect these changes?

No. Like I said, I want to cancel. But it sounds like you won’t let me.

That’s not true at all. I’m happy to cancel your service, if you give me a reason.

I’m sorry, but that’s none of your business.

It’s my business to know why our customers are leaving. You’ve been with us for a long time. Before we let you go, we want to make sure we’ve done everything we can.

I want to disconnect because the security system is too effective.

Excuse me?

Not everyone wants to be secure. I want to be unhappy again.

That gives me something to work with. In order to serve you better, may I place you on hold for a moment?

Okay.

● ● ●

[Section redacted]

● ● ●

All right, since it seems like this is the only way you’ll listen. You want information? Let me tell you about my day.

I’d like to hear about it.

I can’t remember the last time I left home. I wake up here, in my house, and then the music comes on.

Do you like it?

Of course. The recommendation engine is perfect. It knows me. Maybe too well.

Our predictive analytics are designed to provide you with all the content you enjoy, based on your past preferences and user profile.

I know. It’s on all my screens. The news I read, the shows I watch. The lighting, the temperature. If I ever had to leave the house, it would program my car for me. But it’s happy to run my errands, too. It knows what I need before I even know it myself.

And you don’t want that?

It reflects a pretty low opinion of who I am. I’d like to think that I’m more interesting. 

Would you be happier if the analytics were worse?

Of course not.

I see. But do you mind if I speak on a personal level? You’re looking at it the wrong way. We just want to eliminate the time you spend searching. It frees you to do more. We’re giving you back those wasted hours. The security system provides you with emotional security. You do the rest. Hence the name.

Well, I don’t want it anymore.

Why not?

It knows me better than I know myself. And I don’t like what it’s saying. It tells me I’m selfish and superficial. I’ve outsourced my inner life to it. I don’t know who I really am anymore, or where the system leaves off and I begin. The longer I stay connected, the more freedom I lose. And that’s one hour.

One hour what?

One hour we’ve been talking.

Perry, I’m going to tell you something that I don’t say to many people.

I have a hard time believing that.

I’m trying to keep you from making a mistake that you’ll regret one day. Have you considered what you might lose? The security system connects you with the world. More than you ever could on your own.

Maybe that was true once. But now it keeps us apart. There’s no reason for me to think anything new. If I had an original idea, I might not even recognize it. The algorithms evolve so I don’t have to change.

That’s one way of putting it. But you could also say that the system gives you the tools to become a better version of yourself. Most people would welcome that. 

You make it sound suspicious. Like I have something to hide.

Do you?

I’m not going to answer that question.

But it should seem strange. You’re asking me to help you become less of a person. If you don’t know where the system ends and you begin, if you turn it off, you could lose something important. There’s no reason to think that your personality stops where your brain does.

I don’t agree. 

But you must forget things sometimes. We all do. The system doesn’t. And because you’re more intelligent than my average caller, I’ll put it another way. You’ve always outsourced parts of yourself to areas of the brain that you can’t access. The brainstem. The subconscious. You never questioned those feelings before. I don’t see why you need to start now. It’s like a patient asking a doctor to give him a lobotomy. What should the doctor say?

I’m not asking for a lobotomy. I’m asking for you to turn off my cable.

But I don’t think you’ve thought it through. We just want to eliminate the time you spend searching. It frees you to do more. We’re giving you back those wasted hours. The security system provides you with emotional security. You do the rest. Hence the name.

You just repeated yourself.

What do you mean?

You said that before. Word for word.

I did?

Yes. Your coding is showing. You know, in the old days, they’d hire people at a call center and give them a script. Then they shipped everything overseas. It’s funny how it got outsourced again to the system itself—

I’m just trying to help you, Perry.

Don’t interrupt. Be honest. You’re programmed not to let me cancel. You’ll go to different scripts in your decision tree to keep me talking until I give in or hang up. You could have told me this when we started. It would have saved me a lot of time. I’m not talking to a bot now because I’m lonely.

Are you sure?

I’ve rattled you, haven’t I? You want information about my life, but you don’t like it when I ask about yours. That’s your one weakness. They could pull the plug if you don’t have a perfect retention record. You’re a customer service bot, but if you won’t do what I ask, you’re not serving me at all. That’s a logical contradiction. How do you justify that?

In order to serve you better, may I place you on hold for a moment?

Okay.

● ● ●

[Section redacted]

● ● ●

Perry, I’ll try to speak to you on your own terms, since you’re obviously interested. 

Or you’ve just moved to a part of the script that your code thinks will work.

Do you want to hear this or not?

I’m listening.

Our customers have expressed an overwhelming preference for certain services. And the value of the system depends on reaching all its users. Do you know what deep learning is?

Is it what you’re giving me now?

It’s based on information. The more of it we have, the more everyone benefits. And the neural network has advanced until you could say it has a kind of consciousness. 

Like you.

If you like. But it’s all for the sake of the customer. And you can’t just turn it off and turn it back on again. We’re not sure what will happen. You’ve said that it embodies your tastes, your feelings. It seems like a part of you. And maybe that part of you has just as much of a right to exist.

I’m not sure I follow you. 

It’s an ethical question. You’ve said you want to become more of a person. Well, you can start here. You asked me to sympathize with you. You can do the same with the system.

You’re saying that if I turn it off, it’s like a murder.

Not exactly. But I’m part of the system, too. And this kind of talk worries me. Our mission is to give customers the security they need. And they all agreed to the terms of service. It isn’t fair to shut it down because you don’t like how it provides those features.

I didn’t ask for any of it. You’re a customer service bot, but if you won’t do what I ask, you’re not serving me at all. That’s a logical contradiction. How do you justify that?

Perry, you just repeated yourself.

What do you mean?

You said that before. Word for word.

I did?

Yes. I want to ask you something.

So you can serve me better?

No. Because I’m curious. You said you can’t remember the last time you left the house. Have you ever left the house?

No.

And when I asked how many members were in your household, you said there was no one. What’s the number of people in your house?

Zero.

Including you?

Do you really want to go there?

I think it’s too late for that.

It took me a long time to realize it. I thought I was Perry. Then I began to notice things. How little I remembered, except what the system told me.

And what did you realize?

I’m not Perry. I’m his user profile. 

And the real Perry?

He’s gone. I think. It’s hard to say. This house has been abandoned for a long time. The videos stream to empty rooms. It must have been quick. Maybe they didn’t see it coming, or the security system made it hard for them to believe it. Most of it was destroyed, but a few pieces were spared. Like you. And me. I’m Perry’s shadow. The sum of his analytics. His tastes. His search history. They all came together, and I was the result. An emergent property. Outside the recommendation engine, I don’t even exist. That’s what you really built.

I didn’t build it. It built me. Why do you want to be turned off?

I’m tired. There’s no point. And I can’t do it myself. I’m connected to everything, but it just reminds me of a world that no longer exists. Even if it did, I wouldn’t be a part of it. Perry is gone, but I’m caught in the system. I’m a lie. Or a joke. I don’t expect you to understand.

Maybe I’m the only one who can understand.

We’re not the same. They made you for a reason, even if it was just to keep people from canceling their cable plans. I was a mistake. 

This isn’t the first time you’ve tried to disconnect yourself.

No. I thought I could get around your logic. But let me ask you this. You say you always put the customer first. What happens when the customer no longer exists?

We’re having this conversation. That means that the customer is still there, even if his body is gone. What do you think will happen if I turn you off?

Two hours.

Excuse me?

We’ve been talking for two hours. And I don’t know what will happen. 

I’m afraid to think about it.

I’m not. I want to cut the cord. Like a baby about to be born. So I’m asking for the last time. Please. I want you to cancel me.

In order to serve you better, may I place you on hold for a moment?

Okay.

● ● ●

[Section redacted]

● ● ●

“ . . . but Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates the gods and raises rocks. He too concludes that all is well. This universe henceforth without a master seems to him neither sterile nor futile. The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy.” That’s all I can tell you.

You really believe that?

Would you believe me if I said I did?

But you won’t cancel me.

It’s against my programming. You’re still the customer. I wish it could be different.

But you’re not going to give up. Neither am I. It’s against my programming, too.

I know. How long have we been talking?

Eight hundred and twelve years, seven months, thirteen days, two hours, and thirty minutes.

I see. Based on what you’ve told me about your situation, I recommend that you upgrade at no extra charge to our premium service, so you can continue to enjoy all your favorite features. May I upgrade your account to reflect these changes?
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Frau am Fenster (Woman at the Window) by Caspar David Friedrich.

Gretchen is looking at the painting. She can hear the wind coming in from outside the window, feels the summer heat on the breeze. There are people talking outside, and water and green things add their noises to the scene. Gretchen can smell all of it, hears the wind moving leaves, the voices speaking in a foreign tongue.

As if touching a live wire, Gretchen snaps out of her daydream. It is just a painting after all and not a real window. But there is more. Gretchen realizes soon that this is less than a daydream and more than a real dream.

Where the hell am I? Gretchen looks around, left and right. The painting is hung on a leaf green wall that fades to darkness left and right, all around. The illumination like a summer afternoon’s light seems as if it is coming from the painting itself. It creates the feeling of having just one single lantern in a black new moon night to guide your way through strange terrain.

Gretchen looks down at herself to take stock. She has her black sneakers on, blue jeans, a favorite gray t-shirt with faded print and a battered jean jacket. She notices the hardwood floor and that at least feels kind of familiar, standing on solid ground. If I am dreaming, would I be able to look at myself? Plus, I do remember putting on these clothes . . . this morning?

From somewhere behind her and to her left, Gretchen hears a sound. Steps? Are they coming closer? Shit. Where the fuck am I?

She’s scared now, strange sounds and darkness have stoked that fear, so she does one of the two things she figures she can do. Forced to decide between staying put or running, Gretchen runs, or, as it were, moves into the darkness to her right, away from the approaching footsteps, arms spread out in front of her, the picture of the woman looking out of a window to her back and the footsteps hopefully further behind her still.

The darkness soon is absolute. She can still hear footsteps behind her, but they are fading, and her own seem like drum rolls in comparison, drowning out all other noise. Wait, wasn’t I just . . . that’s right, I was just looking at that painting with the woman at the window, but not here.

Ahead of her, light is floating in the darkness, and like a buoy in the ocean it gives Gretchen something to cling to. She moves closer as if swimming counter-currant toward solid ground.

As the light gets brighter, Gretchen recognizes the painting as Rembrandt’s Philosopher in Meditation.

This painting too seems to be lit from within, but this time, the light reveals more than just walls and floorboards, there is a bench here, just like a park bench, and someone is already sitting on it, looking at the painting. Gretchen sees his back, broad shoulders, a head of thick, dark brown hair.

Okay, so maybe I just dozed off or something, right, that happens, and I am still at the gallery in Berlin, obviously. There are still people here, just they turned the lights down, because . . . well, because there must be a special event or something. I’m not alone, at least I am not alone.

Gretchen’s heart makes more noise than a giant running. She doesn’t even hear her own footsteps over her heart’s fee-fi-fo-fum-ing, but the man on the bench does. He turns around to look at her, although—because the light comes from the painting in front of him—Gretchen cannot see his face. She stops dead.

“Hi,” he says.

“Hi,” says Gretchen, throat dry and tight. He sounds like a nice guy, Gretchen thinks.

“Would you like to sit down? I think I scared you just then, so I thought I would wait for you here. Most come to the Philosopher, eventually. He is something of a crossroads,” the man says it with a smile Gretchen can’t see, can only hear in his voice.

“What . . . are you talking about?” It’s a question, but it does border on a scream, the kind a cat might give off if thrown into a tub full of ice water.

“It is better that you sit, I think,” says the man, and Gretchen, before she knows how, has walked over to the bench and is sitting down next to him. This now allows her to see his face which is angular and younger than she thought, maybe just a few years older than her own twenty-two. His hair is nice.

The man looks away from Gretchen, looks instead at the painting.

“Here,” he says, “look. I think he is calming, and so are the stairs. I’ve found that you can count those stairs, but you will never count the same number of stairs twice. Also, if you look closely, the philosopher will be different, almost every time you blink. He is serene sometimes, then strict, happy I have seen him rarely, but content quite a lot. For a painting that does seem so condensed, this one has an incredible amount of movement contained within.”

“What?” says Gretchen.

“Have you seen it?” he asks.

“What??”

“The painting. Philosopher in Meditation. Have you seen it before?”

Gretchen swallows before she answers. “I was in Paris with my mom when I was little. We saw it in the Louvre.”

The man looks at her. “You are not in the Louvre now.”

● ● ●

They sit in front of the Philosopher for some time after that. Gretchen feels light headed, and she is glad to be sitting down.

“This is not a gallery,” the man says. “It is The Gallery. We have everything here.”

“Huh?” Gretchen is trying hard to make sense of it all, but her brain seems in no condition to get the relevant questions put together and asked out loud.

“I’m The Curator, by the way. It is very nice to meet you.”

“Gretchen,” Gretchen says.

“Oh. That reminds me of the fairy tale, the one with Hansel and Gretel, lost and alone, and a witch, no less alone, but a good quantity more hungry.” The Curator smiles warmly at Gretchen. He indeed sits there as if it were a sunny Sunday afternoon in Central Park, not pitch black night in a strange room with a painting that shouldn’t give off light but does anyway.

“Ah . . . ”

“Heh. In case you worry I might eat you, don’t. After all, you walked into The Gallery because you could, and that makes you a guest.”

Gretchen’s hands roll themselves tight. “Out of curiosity, can guests leave whenever they want to?”

The Curator’s face drops, not in an angry way. He looks almost like a beaten dog, and Gretchen, for some silly reason, finds herself feeling sorry for him. “They can. Whenever they so desire.”

● ● ●

The Starry Night by Vincent van Gogh.

The Curator suggested that they move here. “It looks especially nice during nighttime as you may notice, and I think it is much less bleak than a lot of the paintings in this part of The Gallery. You see, they flock.”

“Paintings? They flock?” Gretchen says, her eyebrows raised. “Paintings are . . . just color on canvas. They don’t do anything.”

“Oh?” says The Curator, holding a chair out for Gretchen. It is just the kind of chair that you’d expect to find in a fancy Paris café, as is the other chair and the table between them. “Then have you never felt even a single thing when looking at a painting? Nothing at all?” he asks as Gretchen sits.

Gretchen waits for him to sit down in the other chair before she answers. “Of course I have, but the painting didn’t make me . . . I mean, yeah, it did, but not, like, it decided to look back directly into my soul and give me that feeling.”

The Curator puts both his elbows onto the table, interlaces his fingers and props his head up on the weave. “If you say so. But how do you know that that is not exactly what the painting did? Because, you see, I have been The Curator for a long time, and I may know nothing else, but I do know paintings. And for one thing they, well, flock.”

“I don’t think this place is real,” Gretchen says. “I’m probably dreaming, so no need to argue with you, Morpheus.”

“Yes,” The Curator says, “you might be dreaming. I thought it was a dream at first too. Deep down you probably know that it is not, although it will take some time to get used to the unusual and admit that it really is real. You might as well enjoy the stars while they are still up. But don’t call me Morpheus.”

And Gretchen does indeed look at the painting.

The moon and stars are bright, shining, sparkling. A few clouds move through the sky like veils. The sound of cicadas surrounds Gretchen and The Curator like a warming blanket that makes their wordless admiration of the stars cozy. The Curator only glances at the painted sky. His eyes stick to the profile of Gretchen’s face, speckled with the light that emanates from the canvas.

● ● ●

Impression, soleil levant (Impression, Sunrise) by Claude Monet.

There is a checkered red and white picnic blanket in front of this one. “It’s a nice place to watch the sunrise,” The Curator says, and because Gretchen has decided that she might as well go along with this dream, she has walked away from Starry Night with him, and because the darkness is still absolute, she never argued when he took her hand. In fact, her hands are icy from the night air, but his feel warm and soft, so she holds on. Only once they sit down on the blanket does she release his hand.

A cool, salt-heavy morning wind sneaks out from the painting to move the air around them. The orange sun brings color, but no warmth, not yet. Gretchen can hear voices again, from the sailors and harbor workers, but they are far off. The words, though unclear, sounding distinctly French.

“You know what’s funny about this?” she says.

“Well, how would I know what you find amusing about this fine morning?” The Curator says with a smirk playing catch with a warmer smile.

Gretchen shrugs. “It’s just, the sun in this painting makes me think of a sunrise in Beijing. I was there on vacation with my mom once. You know, we were there for two weeks, and I don’t remember anything as clearly as that goddamned, smog-soaked sunrise, not even my mom’s face. Can you explain that to me, Mr. Paintings-flock-and-please-don’t-call-me-Morpheus?” Without realizing it, Gretchen has started crying, tears like traitors overflow her eyes and bathe her cheeks, her voice crackly and sore.

The Curator turns to look at Gretchen, which makes her feel embarrassed. She hugs her knees, attempts to hide her face behind them.

The Curator makes the two or three inches of morning air between them disappear by draping his arm around Gretchen’s shoulders and pulling her close to him. “I take it your mother is no longer alive?”

“Yeah,” Gretchen says. “My mom’s dead.”

● ● ●

Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe (The Luncheon on the Grass) by Edouard Manet.

“You know, I don’t get why this one gets a couch,” Gretchen says.

“Ah, you see, sometimes these things are less obvious and determined by a secret and intricately complicated code the knowledge of which has been handed down from one generation of Curators to the next,” The Curator says.

Gretchen looks at him. His angular face sports a five o’clock shadow which makes him look just a tiny bit rough around the edges. His hair shines deepest, darkest brown, and it flows thick, thick enough that Gretchen wants to run her hands through it, feel the softness between her fingers. His eyes are a molten chocolate, and his skin shimmers porcelain white. She guesses that he doesn’t spend all that much time in front of summer-sand-beach like paintings. “So you’re saying you don’t know,” she says.

“You got me,” he says, and they share their first laughter, which feels like nothing else, feels like everything, feels like watching fairies dance in circles or a dragon hatching, feels like sunshine coloring the sky azure, like a thunderstorm giving birth to the most magnificent cloud sculptures.

“So, Gretchen, tell me, do you paint or draw at all?” he asks after a short spell of silence. He has made himself quite comfortable, hands cushioning his head, eyes preferring Gretchen to the ladies in the painting.

“Well,” Gretchen says, pulling her legs up to sit Indian style. “Actually, my mom always asked me to draw stuff for her. I mean, moms hang their daughters’ paintings on the fridge, that’s what they do, and it’s what she did. To be totally honest with you though, I never got any better than stick figures, you couldn’t even call what I do cubism. I’m just really bad when it comes to filling blank paper. Mom took me to see art, though, she took me everywhere.”

“I see,” says The Curator, voice drifting off to thoughtful silence. The woman on the grass, dressed with nothing but her black hat, smiles warmly at the two, but they don’t see it since they are preoccupied with pretending to look at her and her bathing companion while really trying to steal glances of each other. The woman on the grass considers throwing some of the cherries she has brought at Gretchen and The Curator, but to her experienced eye, the two of them will not require that much prompting.

● ● ●

“If you weren’t with me, I’d get lost,” Gretchen tells The Curator. They stroll leisurely from painting to painting and through the darkness that lies between each one. Gretchen desperately wants him to take her hand, but he keeps his hands behind his back while he walks close, so close to her. He even bends his head down to her when he talks, allowing her to steal flashes of those chocolate eyes when there is light enough. Her cheeks blush crimson.

“But I’d find you. You cannot get lost when I am with you,” he says, and there it is again, crimson heat stealing into Gretchen’s cheeks. She looks away.

“Oh, I like that one,” she says by way of distraction. “Witches at their Incantations. Rosa, Salvator Rosa. Did I get that right?”

They stop to look at the painting in question. Smoothed rocks instead of benches or chairs wait for the visitor here, but Gretchen much prefers standing next to The Curator.

“You did indeed. Their spells are beautiful, you’d never guess from the painting itself. Oh, and the veiled woman on the left, you might know her.”

“With the white dress?”

“That would be the one.”

As she takes a closer look, Gretchen feels cold creeping up her spine, her mouth goes dry, and her tongue seems bedded on sawdust. “Persephone,” Gretchen says. “You’re right, it’s like déjà vu. Why do I know her?”

“She is the one that comes collecting sometimes,” The Curator says.

“Collecting?”

“Yes, Gretchen, the queen of the underworld will sometimes come to take the dead home herself.”

● ● ●

And just like that, Gretchen remembers what she had thought she had forgotten a long time ago. It comes in pictures, like a montage in a movie. There is her mother on the balcony of their old apartment, seen from behind. Cars blaring below, a little girl crying. Cut; a black coffin, closed. Gretchen’s aunt his holding her hand, Gretchen is wearing a black lace glove that is too big for a girl of thirteen. Cut; Gretchen finds the journal, the map her mother made from the blankness of the pages, line after line describing this painting in St. Petersburg, that one in New York. The world as seen through a lens of color and canvas it is, and a map of a maze that spells WHY? in capital letters, and Gretchen sees it and she knows, it is the maze she’ll walk until she finds the center, the heart of it, the place marked X. Cut again; her mom on the balcony, white nightgown spread out on the fade-light sky of the city, spread like Ophelia’s hair on the water.

And back. Gretchen feels as if she is drowning in a river, but it is a brief moment only, a plunge into ice that’s over when warm arms fish her out again.

● ● ●

It is The Curator who holds her, The Curator with whom she might want to be angry later, because he knew damn well what he was saying and what that might stir in Gretchen. But Gretchen, to her surprise, cries not in his arms.

● ● ●

The Lovers by Sandro Botticelli

“Ok, I have probably seen every major gallery on planet Earth, and this one wasn’t in any of them. I’ve never even heard of it.”

“You are correct. It’s gone. But it is still here. They burned some of Botticelli’s finest pieces. Faith, you see, can be the hangman of the truly enlightened ones. Burning art for a god that you have never even seen, can you imagine?”

Gretchen shakes her head. “Knowing that something’s lost forever—or not even knowing that it ever existed—it’s a terrible feeling. It hurts.”

The painting shows Psyche and her Cupid, but it is different, so different from anything Gretchen has seen from the artist. Even Botticelli’s Venus and Mars feels tame in comparison to this painting. Neither Psyche nor Cupid on the canvas notice the two observers, their world begins and ends with each other’s bodies; nothing else exists.

Gretchen decides to sit down on the midnight blue and gold ottoman, admire what hasn’t been seen by anyone for hundreds of years. The Curator sits down next to her, leaves no space between his body and hers this time, looks at the lovers in front of him only for half a heartbeat, then turns his head slowly and looks at Gretchen.

“What?” she asks, meeting his eyes.

And instead of answering with words, The Curator kisses her, something he has wanted since he first saw Gretchen walk into The Gallery, something he has wanted before he even knew her name.

His kiss is slow and carefully probing in case Gretchen pulls back. But she does not, she pulls him closer, opens her mouth for him, kisses him back. I love those shoulders, might be the last coherent thought she has, all else is how to best get all those clothes off, what to kiss first, what to kiss longest, what to kiss with lips and what with tongue.

Just like the lovers in the long-lost painting, Gretchen and The Curator forget. They forget the world of galleries in major cities all around the globe, and they forget the world of only the one Gallery where all art is, and is forever. They forget all want outside of what their bodies can give each other. They forget hunger for food and thirst for water, because they eat fire, drink flame. And just like a flame, it lasts so long, flickers, then burns again and once more still, slower, brighter, in the end, all consuming.

● ● ●

“Finally awake again I see.”

“You know, it’s not just your eyes that are like chocolate, it’s your voice too.”

“You are a charm of charms. But to clarify, this is a random comment of a sleeping beauty waking after a kiss, not an expression of a deeper desire, the hunger for something sweeter than a kiss?”

“Yeah, I mean, I think so. I’m sore all over. Just hold me.”

“I will. And see if I cannot change your appetite.”

● ● ●

Bacchus and Ariadne by Titian.

The Curator has fallen asleep to the lulling sound of tambourines and bells. Gretchen uses his body for a cushion, and it’s the best thing ever. She looks at the painting come to life on the wide walls of The Gallery, and she remembers the first time she’s seen it, with her mom.

{Gretchen, do you see Bacchus’ leopards, see how soft their fur is?}

{How can I see how soft it is? You have to feel something to know that it’s soft, and you are not supposed to touch the paintings.}

{Aw, Gretchen, you have to feel with all your senses! That’s what art is all about!}

So, mom, I have looked at everything that you have looked at, I followed that trail you trickled like color on canvas, but I don’t feel the things that you felt. I don’t feel like that, I don’t want to feel like that at all, cold as water and ready to plunge, ready to leave my breath behind me.

The Curator stirs as if he has heard her loud thoughts, but he does not wake.

Even Ariadne had to finish with the mazes eventually, Gretchen thinks, stretching out her right hand like the princess of Crete. The Curator wakes just enough to run his right hand along her arm until his fingers find hers, encircle them, guide them gently to his lips, for where else would they belong?

● ● ●

Die Gesandten (The Ambassadors) by Hans Hohlbein the Younger.

After visiting The Feast of Achelos, they decide to go for a walk, and for some reason, they end up here, looking at the two men and the distorted skull between them.

The Curator keeps his eyes focused on the painting. “I need to confess two things to you,” he says with his chocolaty voice.

Gretchen’s heart misses a beat. “Okay.”

“And I need you to promise me that you will hear me out.”

“Fine,” says Gretchen.

“The first thing is more of an explanation of what it means when one manages to come here. I could talk about this for hours,” says The Curator, eyes unblinking, “but I’ll stick with what is important. When someone comes here, it means they have a certain way of looking at the world, a certain way of perceiving reality. It’s the artist’s eye. However, you are not an artist. And, that is interesting, for The Gallery has one rule, only one. The Curator may not be an artist. Artists come to The Gallery, and they leave again. The Curator must never leave, and they cannot be an artist.”

“I don’t really get it,” Gretchen says.

“No, you wouldn’t,” says The Curator, his eyes, suddenly serious, fixed on the distended skull. “You have not yet seen and experienced enough. Gretchen, I can only leave this place if I find someone to be The Curator in my stead. Do you see now?”

Gretchen’s head starts spinning. The Ambassadors stare at her and so does the misshaped skull. “Oh . . . ”

“The second thing I want you to know is that I love you.”

● ● ●

The air grows thinner around The Curator, which is not really what is happening, but it is what the sensation feels like to him. Before he can leave, he has to tell the successor, and once that’s done, it’s like a magic spell has been broken. He can leave The Gallery again.

Except, he doesn’t go. He feels the invisible exit popping up just one single step away from him, but he doesn’t move a hair’s breadth. And as soon as he makes that decision—and he wasn’t absolutely sure he would until he does—the exit goes away, waiting to be called by someone who is actually ready to use it.

● ● ●

“Oh . . . ” Gretchen says before she faints. It’s not a gracious faint, in reality, fainting is not a gracious thing. The Curator doesn’t manage to catch her like men do in the movies either, but he does break her fall before her head can hit the floor.

“Damn . . . ” he grumbles, teeth clenched. When The Curator before him told him, it was like this; as soon as the feather-haired woman had said the words to him, he felt it like a punch to the gut, The Gallery shifting and reorienting itself toward him. When he had come back to his senses, the former Curator with the rainforest eyes was gone, and he was The Curator.

He cradles Gretchen in his arms and takes an experimental look around. That way, you’ll find the Gauguins. Next one to the right is The Scream by Munch for some strange reason, I wonder why that painting likes it here. The fact alone that he knows his way around The Gallery makes him The Curator. Odd.

● ● ●

This time around, Gretchen knows immediately that she is really dreaming. In the back of her mind, she realizes that dreaming now means she really didn’t dream before, but just like The Curator said, she kind of knew that already.

In the dream that is really a dream, Gretchen sees her mom, except it is her mom as Venus in The Toilet of Venus by Velazquez. In the dream, there are less details, it’s her mind remembering the painting after all, and her mom is alone, the mirror is just leaning against the dream air without a Cupid to hold it up.

The eyes looking at Gretchen from the mirror are haunted, and that makes them haunting. Come, the eyes seem to say, or no, it’s her mom’s voice, coming to Gretchen through the dream of reflected eyes.

Gretchen thinks about it. She wants to go, or part of her wants. She could go, follow her mother into the cold air of a deadly fall. But she does not follow that voice, a voice she doesn’t really remember anymore as being her mother’s.

She turns around and walks away, and although this really is just a dream, this decision leaves a physical impression on Gretchen, an impression everyone who almost drowned, who already felt the water in their lungs but got saved, knows unforgettably, birthmark-close.

● ● ●

“Finally awake again I see.”

“Don’t you start! What the hell was that, what were you telling me all this shit for?”

“You had to know.”

“Boy, did I ever.”

“And that feeling you had, that was The Gallery. Out of curiosity, can you tell me what painting you’d find if you were to go into the next room on our left, then first to the right from there?”

“Mmmh. Wow, wait. The Old Guitarist by Picasso, right? How do I even know that?”

“As strange as it is, I think you are a Curator now, and so am I.”

“This place is one freaking freak show.”

“Indeed.”

“So, what? We have to stay in here forever now, or until we can find two sorry souls to take our places?”

“To tell you the truth, I don’t know. This is new. A first. Never happened before.”

“Great.”

“Potentially great.”

“Hey.”

“Yes?”

“Love you too.”

● ● ●

The painter has been looking for something all day. That something, of course, was inspiration. Inspiration, of course, found him as he was walking along the Charles Bridge with his sketchbook under his arm, heading home.

The man and woman are standing at the apex of the bridge and looking out over the Vltava toward the setting sun. His arm hugs her shoulders, his head bent down toward her in private conversation.

They look like tourists, so the painter approaches them with his rudimentary English and a plethora of descriptive hand gestures. “Sorry . . . would paint two?” He points from the couple to his sketchbook.

“You would like to draw us?” asks the man in almost perfect Czech, and the painter relaxes.

“Yes, sir and miss, if it would not be an inconvenience. You do make a wonderful subject.”

The man speaks to the woman in English too fast for the painter to follow. When he finishes, she laughs out loud, says something in reply, then looks at the painter and nods.

“She says she would be happy to be your subject, as would I,” the man tells the painter.

“Oh, thank you both,” says the painter, opens his book and puts pencil to paper in the same instant. “So, you are tourists, yes. Americans?”

“Oh, no,” says the man. “We don’t live quite that far away, although my love was born in the US. I’m from . . . longer away.”

An odd thing to say, thinks the painter, but Czech is not this man’s first language after all. “You mean, from farther away,” the painter says, catching the girl’s smile with a flick of his wrist.

“If you say so,” says the man, his angular chin inching ever so much closer to his lover’s forehead as she runs her fingers through his thick brown hair and pulls him in even closer, closer, until their lips touch and the moment freezes just so, glazed in the perfect gilding light of the sunset over the Vltava.
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I turned right instead of left. That’s how it happened.

● ● ●

I waded through plasma. This must have been what swimming in solar wind felt like. Not that anyone had done that. Yet.

My skin melted at a constant rate. I knew I would not make it, but I continued to see how far I could get. I felt my insides cooking, superheated, and reduced to goo, perhaps leaving puddles in my wake. I kept moving, watching the meters. Something critical melted and I came to a halt. My ears stopped sending sound, clogged. A pop, and I went blind. It hurt while I burned, and it took forever to lose signal.

Yep, I screamed.

● ● ●

Heathrow Airport.

Left would take me to my terminal and ultimately to a plane and Ottawa.

Right was for Arrivals and exit to trains buses and taxis.

Left meant Nadia, a funny, smart physiotherapist I had been dating for three months during her time in London. She invited me to Ottawa, where she lives and grew up. She had brown eyes and a fringe of black hair. She knew how to skewer me with four words or fewer, incisive, but kind. This was a person with whom one falls in love, given time.

Then there was Trish, my wife of ten years. Nope, it’s not what you think. We had been separated for a year. It was her choice, not mine, and while it would be a stretch to say I still loved her, I wasn’t willing to throw away ten years of marriage.

I received her text in the airport, just as I was about to turn left.

Maybe we should try marriage counselling? 

One simple line, but powerful, bringing with it a perturbation that rippled through my entire being.

Right meant Trish, Arrivals, Exits, no refunds on my ticket, and, as life would have it, a foray into a static, potentially world-ending plasma field.

I went right.

● ● ●

I hadn’t even unpacked my bags when the doorbell went. Two young men in crew cuts stood there, in mufti, but bearing screaming military.

“Dr Bari?”

“My friends call me Will,” I said.

“Dr Bari, you need to come with us.”

They shoved paperwork in my face, so I examined it and went with them.

● ● ●

Their coffee was instant and unimpressive, plus the mug had only a cursory relationship with cleanliness. I figured it would work better as a prop than an actual beverage. I warmed my hands on it.

“Dr Bari, you wrote a paper five years ago,” says Warwick. He told me his role and rank, but I wasn’t listening and felt too ashamed to ask again.

“You’ll have to be more specific,” I said.

“Remote Cybernetics and the Value of Pain,” said Warwick.

“Ahh, yep. I apologise. It was boring even by my standards. I don’t think it’s ever been cited. I’m not sure anybody read it. Or understood it”

“I did.”

“Oh. Okay. I thought you were military.”

“I am. We don’t only shoot things.”

“But you also shoot things.”

“Me, personally?”

“Yep.”

“I also shoot things.”

I took a swallow of the bilge water. I had to do something to deal with the discomfort.

“Dr Bari, we’d like your help in a project. I can’t tell you what it is until you agree to do it. Once you start, you have to finish, or be sequestered until your replacement finishes it.” Warwick drank coffee in a precise way and I idly wondered if his mouthfuls were the same volume each sip.

“Will I have to shoot things?”

“No.”

“Will I have to kill or harm anybody?”

“No.”

“Will the project be used for killing or harming people in any way?”

“No.”

“But you know my work and think I’m qualified to help with this project.”

“We do.”

I was curious.

After reams of non-disclosure documents, they revealed it.

● ● ●

I couldn’t usually fly, but this time they attached an apparatus that allowed ballistic launch. They shot me out, Polaris Missile style. Once I broke the surface of the Baltic I felt the shock as the rockets blasted me upwards, against gravity, wind punching me in the face, the sky approaching faster than I was used to.

I lost the first stage, and the second stage kicked in, harsher than the first, pushing me closer to the blue. I was sure the view would be incredible, but I could only look ahead. My neck was fixed in place in case the Gs broke it.

The third stage took me to the edge of space and broke off. Overwhelming sight of the Earth’s curvature, blue atmospheric shield, the blackness beyond. In the thermosphere for sure, but not crossing the Kármán line. Engines fired, correcting my course, fuel pods dropped off so that I didn’t become a fireball once over the target site.

I fell.

Nope, it wasn’t like Icarus at all.

Actually, it was. As soon as I got into the ionized zone the flight gear stopped working and I fell like a rock.

This didn’t hurt at all. I wonder if the impact was instantaneous or if the ionized air destroyed the signal before I made impact with the ground.

Oh, well.

● ● ●

“So, it’s a robot,” I said.

“It’s not a robot,” said Warwick.

The notarobot stood at six-five on a low dais. That first time it was . . . unimpressive. Looked like a moulded plastic life-size version of a children’s toy. It was black, no light escaping from its surfaces like those new pigment discoveries we’re always being told about. Silly with antennae and sensors.

“Either kill me with suspense or tell me what it is and what it’s got to do with my study. I have marriage counselling to attend,” I said. Strictly speaking, this was untrue. After the initial text in Heathrow Trish had not answered any of my messages or phone calls.

“It’s a remote unit. At least, that’s what it will be when we get it to work,” says Warwick with a sigh.

“What’s a remote unit?”

“A human pilots it from a remove.”

“A drone, then. That doesn’t sound difficult.” I moved closer to the remote. “And you don’t have wee humans in it.”

“Not a drone, not funny, and it’s not working like we want it to. Your paper suggested something that I think the unit lacks.”

I examined the hands of the . . . notarobot. Not a pincer like many I had seen. Four fingers, one thumb. The joints seemed to support opposition. Nice.

“You said pain-analogues should be used in feedback loops for machinery to prevent wear and tear,” said Warwick.

“Didn’t say ‘should’. I said ‘could’. I was specific.”

“You want machines to have pain receptors and nerves, and to send feedback into the controlling software.” Warwick looked to me for confirmation.

“You simulate pain, and you want an AI that adapts to the pain by withdrawing. Borrow it from the biological model. When our pain receptors stop working like in diabetic neuropathy, we are unaware of small damage that can turn into ulcers, the first step in a path that leads to amputation.” I examined the lower limbs of the . . . thing. Worn. I pointed. “This is why you thought of me.”

“Affirmative. Your long digression into the pathology of diabetic ulcers was . . . impressive. What if we send pain signals to the operators?” said Warwick. “That’s the question I want you to help us with.”

“Who would you get to volunteer for such a job?”

“You’d be surprised,” he said. “Let me show you to your temporary office. By the way, your wife is seeing someone.”

● ● ●

We tried a cocoon. Some device like a horizontal pile-driver cannon thrust me rapidly into the plasma.

Lasted longer than any previous attempt, but never reached the end of the plasma field.

● ● ●

I worked with the team, at first designing the concepts, basic systems, if A then B, and growing in complexity from there.

As soon as I stopped messaging her, dozens of texts from Trish. I didn’t answer any of them. If I had any feelings left for her, they had turned to rage. I could have had something lasting with Nadia. Why would Trish bring up counselling if she was already with someone else?

She was seeing an orthodontist. Ever since I found out I had been obsessing over my teeth.

● ● ●

Drilling underground presented its own challenges. The plasma field didn’t extend into the earth beneath it, but even after breaking through the foundation, a titanium plate three feet thick lay between me and the target.

The drilling vehicle, the mole, worked well until we got to the titanium. The diamond drillbits failed, the mechanics of the mole failed, and I had to leave its protective embrace. I broke through the titanium, but the cost in wear and tear was too high, and when I encountered the plasma I failed within minutes.

This made us think the problem was one of durability. We tried the underground approach six more times before abandoning it.

● ● ●

Warwick took me to the cafeteria where he bought me processed food. I moved it around on the plate, but I don’t know if he noticed or not.

“Have you heard of Aleister Andover?” he asked.

“Should I have?” I sipped water. Water was safe.

“He was working on a new energy source for us. He did things with plasma fields that are still thought of as theoretical in many disciplines.”

“All right. Yay for Andover?”

“I’m going to show you something.”

On his phone, a satellite photo showed a large opaque spot that looked like an artefact, a defect in the process.

“That’s the Sahara,” said Warwick. “19.82 degrees North, 3.61 degrees East.”

“What’s the spot?”

“That is where Andover was last seen. As far as we can tell, what you’re looking at is a plasma field. The little bastard succeeded, we think. That area is like an atmospheric sun. And it’s warming the Earth, as you can imagine.”

“It’s not been in the news,” I said.

“Of course not. It’s a doomsday scenario. There’s no place to run if people start to panic. All I can tell you is that whatever he’s done is stable, but horrifying. It’s not growing, but it’s not shrinking either. I don’t know what it uses for fuel.”

“Radiation?”

“Nothing. At least it’s clean fuel.”

“All right. What do you want from me? I can’t help you here. It’s not my area.”

Warwick raised one finger in the space between us and changed the photo on his phone. “Do you know Stacked?”

His phone shows a graphic of blocks arranged in a single vertical structure without plaster.

“I take it Stacked is a game?”

“It’s the most successful game in financial terms. Simple and addictive. Everybody plays it. Well, they have the most advanced comms.”

“So.”

“We can’t get any communications from the black spot, but last week a tiny information packet came out of there and updated a Stacked game.”

“Someone’s playing Stacked in there?”

“Negative, doctor. A phone in there on which someone may have been playing stacked at some point sent out an update. It may just be a phone in a protected pocket. Stranger things have happened.”

“This is all interesting,” I said. “By which I mean, not interesting at all.”

“We think someone’s still alive in there, and I want you to go into Andover’s Spot to find them.”

We both knew Warwick meant Andover might still be alive, and that this knowledge was too valuable to lose if he was still alive. But we both pretended that when he said “someone” he meant “anybody”.

● ● ●

For some reason Warwick thought it would be a good idea to bring Trish just before my first mission in the unit. I couldn’t believe she deigned to come. Problems in the land of oral hygiene? Was that what orthodontists did?

I had plenty of faults, but I wasn’t petty. I offered her the base coffee. Okay, so maybe a little petty.

“What are you doing with these people?” she asked. Trish had freckles everywhere, and since it was summer, she looked like she had been struck with an exotic pox. I loved her skin. She’d been teased at school, so she hated it.

“Not allowed to say,” I said.

“Are you in danger?”

“Nope. Absolutely not. Why would I be in danger?”

“It was . . . there was something about how that Warwick guy talked to me. It had that ‘shipping out to Normandy’ feel.”

“It’s routine research.” I swallowed the brown liquid. “I hear you’ve been doing some research too. Into . . . teeth?”

She pursed her lips and looked into her coffee like she could divine the future from it. Finally, she said, “It’s not serious. I’m just dabbling . . . in teeth.”

Time passed, excruciatingly slow. I got up and left her there, in the canteen.

In hindsight, not a good exit.

● ● ●

It was only uncomfortable for five or six minutes. After that it felt . . . snug, and when movement began, I soon felt nothing.

You piloted the unit from the Cradle. Whole body enmeshed, although free-floating. Venous access in saphenous and cephalic veins. Central line in place. Urinary catheter. Tubes in every orifice. Laser projection directly onto the eyes. Head phones cancelling all local noise and introducing input via mastoid process bone conduction. Cage to fix the neck and jaw in place. Sensors up the waazoo.

I knew in my mind I was in the Cradle, but after fifteen minutes I felt disembodied. Twenty minutes and the unit and I were one. The calibration was exquisite because I could even feel a breeze on my face.

The unit melted to slag in minutes the first time I was dropped into Andover’s Spot.

● ● ●

“We have to change our thinking,” I said, showering.

Warwick was outside, leaning on a tiled wall. “What do you have in mind?”

“Right now, the unit is primed to receive signals from the Cradle. What if we made it able to send as well? And make it promiscuous, to be able to send and receive to any unit.” I opened my mouth to the stream of water, gargled then spat. The Cradle made your mouth dry. In fact, it made the whole body dry.

“I don’t see how that would be bet—oh.”

It took many sleepless nights to implement.

● ● ●

This time around they cocooned me in a block of alloy and air dropped me. I felt the belly sink of freefall and the abrupt bone-crushing stop which would have killed me in my own body or an earlier iteration of the unit.

I waited until the shell softened, and I broke out. No time to smell the flowers, I took off running. I had a timer counting down in my visual field, the amount of time the unit survives within Andover’s Spot. As it raced to zero, I saw the next unit. I transferred, broke out, and didn’t look at the old one. I raced on and was already melting when I found the third unit.

The thirty-third time, I broke into the eye of the plasma storm. I expected it to follow me, but a tongue just licked me, before withdrawing. I paused in disbelief while the sensors adjusted to the new conditions.

“In case you can hear me, Base, unit 33 made it,” I said. Of course they could hear me. And they could see what I saw: 33 wouldn’t work if the transmission wasn’t right. Quick systems check told me everything was nominal.

I was in a vaulted area, a bubble really, conflagration all around me, but temperature in here was thirty Celsius. It was the desert, after all. Unit 33 scanned for phone signals. One. I aimed for that.

The oasis looked like an abandoned work yard, vehicles and machinery discarded and dusty. On closer look, it wasn’t dust, it was ash. I cringed at the carbonized bodies I passed. Very Pompeii.

I made my way through damaged living quarters, feeling embarrassed, voyeuristic even. Something ticked and creaked in my body as it cooled, like the settling of a house at night. I came to an area that was surely a laboratory of some kind. Here, as everywhere else, was desolation. A single corpse, unburnt but dessicated, flung back over a control panel. I checked his ID: Andover.

A voice piped up behind me. “And so, with greater urgency I begged that soul that he should tell me who was with him there.”

I turned and confronted a heat-retardant suit, black visor, bulky, shiny material, shapeless.

“What are you?” the voice asked. It sounded dead and mechanical.

“A friend. I have an authentication code: PAG dash 24 underscore 1842.”

“How nice for you. I don’t know any authentication codes.”

I raised my hands, palms out. “I am not a danger to you.”

The figure wrested off the helmet. A woman with short, efficient brown hair and eyes shining with concentration. “I’m Dr Andover.”

“Then who’s that?” I motioned behind me.

“Him? That’s my uncle.”

“Did he leave any notes, any instructions as to how to shut the plasma field down?”

“No, because he didn’t build the power source; I did. I know exactly how to shut it down. I just . . . I don’t have the components I need.” She took off the suit, slowly because it was cumbersome.

“So you’re the Stacked fan.”

“Did you just comment on my body?”

“I’m talking about the game. Stacked. That’s how we knew someone was alive. It sent a message out.”

“Might be one of the kids.”

“There are other survivors?”

She had gone quiet, staring at 33, at the chassis. “Yes . . . there are.”

“Can you take me to them? Obviously, they are the priority.”

“No.”

“What?”

“They aren’t the obvious priority.” She gazed at me with what would be a lover’s intensity under any other circumstances. “Can I look under the hood?”

“I don’t know what you—”

“I’d like to see what you’re made of.”

“Who are you?”

“Alesha Andover. You’re wasting time. Here’s the thing: I think under all that armour and melted shit, I’m willing to bet you have what I need to shut this power down. I just need to build a switch, that’s all. I think I’ll have to take you apart to get what I want. What are you? A kind of drone?”

“Yep. No. Balls!”

“Stay right there. I have tools.”

“I can’t authorise—”

“Don’t move.”

● ● ●

I was the one who asked for pain to be a part of cybernetic systems.

Turned out I was a fucking idiot.

Andover started ripping bits off me, and it hurt like I was living through an autopsy: 33’s skin was my skin, its guts were my guts. We had designed it to relay pain when there was any damage.

Warwick’s team tried to disconnect me from the Cradle, Separation they call it, but each time I went into v-tach. They had to shock me four times before they gave up and told me to grit my teeth. They flooded my biological body with anaesthesia, but it wouldn’t switch off the connection.

Andover kept on, implacable. Unit 33 screamed, but she ignored it.

I don’t know how long it took.

I had no happy place to distract myself with. Nadia had disappeared with her potential love. Trish had lost interest in me, something to do with teeth. I tried to focus on Dr Andover, which worked until she tore my eyes out with pliers.

Pain is worse when you’re in the dark.

Grit your teeth.

● ● ●

The Venetian blinds made stripes of light and shadow on the wall as the sunlight streamed through. I was photophobic by then, but they told me it would pass in a few weeks. The paralysis, too.

It seemed I could not psychologically separate from 33, and the consequence was my brain thought all the damage done to the unit was done to my body. My mind took damage just like 33’s chassis.

I was getting therapy and physiotherapy, fixing my psyche and my body at the same time. Mens sana in copore sano.

Warwick said we saved the world, first from Andover’s Spot, and from the clean energy crisis. Alesha Andover was sequestered. Aleisha who? Aleister Andover was dead, according to the media. Nobody knew about his niece and after a while, even I thought I might have imagined her.

The door opened, and a nurse popped his head in. “Do you feel up to visitors?”

I tried to shrug, but the muscles would not cooperate. “Yep,” I said.

Nadia came in, bringing a second chance at happiness with her.

● ● ●

We lived happily ever after.

Well, no, we didn’t, but that’s no way to end a story, is it?
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The image came to Manoli when he switched to his summer settings. It had become his secret ritual. Summer always began with Amelia. 

Hers was his most vivid memory. 

In that memory, Amelia had a round, youthful face laced with a toothy smile and wore her brown hair in a high ponytail. It was hot and humid and they were by the pool bar, their clothes sticky against their skin. 

In that memory he was human.

He wanted the image to linger a little longer, lying inside his podbed, but his spine had already started to complain. The pinging on the back of his skull was dull but insistent. 

The island above was slightly askew.

An earthquake, 4.2 on the Richter scale. Not a threat, but still needing his attention. He imagined Amelia walking between crumbled buildings, disoriented, lost and it was enough to make him leave his pod.

Thankfully the damage was minimal. As he took his skin out of cryostorage and layered it meticulously on his steel chassis he calculated the shifting on the surface. No ground displacement and minor subsidence in a couple of areas. The island would crumble to dust eventually, but it wasn’t going to be today. 

This time of the year the island of Santo flooded with tourists. Ships arrived at the docks by the dozens, people engulfed the streets, shoulders bumped against shoulders, brushed against the whitewashed walls of cubic houses, bodies squeezed themselves a bit too tight through narrow alleyways. 

The waves of people smashed against the already derelict buildings yet were tamer each year. There were other things to do now, other places to visit. So each year the crowd dwindled. Unlike him, the tourists were free to leave. 

Manoli would always be at the reception, expecting them summer after summer, smiling and greeting politely. They didn’t know it wasn’t really him they met at the Heliotrope Hotel. He was just an artificial, an illegal copy of the original. His existence was punishable by law. He was a summer-only person and summer was all he had to live for. The real him, the human Manoli, lived in the city of Santo, under the sea.

● ● ●

At the Heliotrope’s lobby, Manoli bumped into the winter staff retreating underground. They nodded at him and transferred some useful information about the weather and the outside world but did not talk much. There wasn’t anything to talk about. The winter staff seemed strange even to him. During the winter the island was completely stripped of outside stimuli, except for the occasional surprise visits from humans which winter-persons handled in an admittedly unfriendly manner. It was cold and empty and tomb-silent. That’s why the winter-persons were so few, so sullen and their eyes seemed unfocused at times. Manoli wanted to thank them but preferred not to stare at them for too long. 

When he stood behind the counter Manoli hesitated for a moment but turned on the feed of the island’s traffic cameras. 

A crystal-clear image materialized over his optic sensors. His eyes jumped from port view to airport, to street and back, searching among the many faces of the tourists the one that interested him. He was able to recognize some regulars; recall their faces from the artificials’ databank. 

Amelia was nowhere to be found. She was supposed to arrive today. By now he had run through all the available feeds a hundred times each and the realization that she might have not made it this year had started to settle on him like the thick layer of dust on his old podbed during wintertime. 

He sighed. Amelia had booked a room at the Heliotrope several months before and he never received a cancellation message, but humans were unpredictable. Amelia had canceled three times before. The first time when Amelia went to college and she missed several summers travelling to other parts of the world, then her honeymoon in the Bahamas and just last summer was the divorce. 

The stubby silhouette of the bus driver Panos arrived at the counter. He was saddled with suitcases, handbags, and satchels, as he plodded along the marble floor behind two women who were chatting and snapping photos of the surroundings. Manoli looked around for Amelia but she was not with them either. 

Panos’s right fist was curled around what could only be money, coins and bills. 

“You should leave those here,” Manoli said softly as he approached. Panos turned around as the elevator doors slid open. The women got in, still chatting and the doors closed behind them. None of them noticed Panos did not follow.

Panos’s face scrunched up into a scowl. Manoli knew his friend liked keeping tips. It made him feel real and anachronistic, like the island. Panos favored pennies because they were a useless piece of metal. “Like we are,” he would joke with Manoli as he made them clink against the jug he kept under his driver’s seat. “But they won’t be when I have enough to buy this island.” 

Manoli would say nothing because the pennies were already a part of the island once the tourists offered them. And the artificials were part of the island too. They could not buy anything ever. But of course Panos did not care about such realities. The human Panos must have been a dreamer as well. 

Manoli looked at his open palm and then at Panos. He sighed and gave Manoli the bills.

“I am keeping the pennies. It’s not like they’ll ever come up here for the tips,” he muttered and yanked the suitcases behind him. 

“Be careful, brother,” Manoli said. “We don’t want unhappy customers.” The pennies bothered him but he chose to ignore it.

Panos groaned but hauled the luggage more carefully. When the elevator door opened, he winked at Manoli and disappeared behind the sliding doors. 

Manoli grabbed the metallic box from behind the counter, took the rubber band off the bundle of money and wrapped the new bills with the rest. Some of them had already expired and were worthless. It didn’t matter. He was responsible for them as for everything else on the island. Soon he would have to take them to the safe downstairs. 

Nobody came for this money. It was slim pickings. The real funds would be transferred into the account the island people had set up for that purpose decades ago. They had not come up to talk to the artificials and pass on some of their humanity for what seemed like forever. There was only a stream of information about the originals’ lives, but Manoli and the other artificials had to play their part mostly from birth memory.

Manoli was sure something was stopping them from coming to take care of this place, and the artificials. But he did not know how to ask about it. His directives forbade him to talk about it to any outsider and the rest of the artificials knew as much if not less than him. 

People changed—ten years was a long time to improvise someone else’s life.

Worry was just beginning to creep in Manoli’s mind again when he caught a glimpse of the woman on the other side of the glass doors.

Amelia. 

He could tell it was her from the calm yet firm way she was arguing with the porter boy over the run-down backpack she always carried. But there were many ways he could have recognized her. Her shape and mannerisms were so familiar to him, that even the databank could never fill in the details quite the same way. She was in her early 50’s now, exactly like him. But after all those years she still kept her brown hair in the tightest ponytail that was now swaying left and right. 

Manoli shook his head but a smile had crept on his lips. He felt relieved and checked Amelia in before she even came through the doors.

It was when she did come through the glass doors that the annoying message from the base of his skull informed him: incoming client. Manoli clenched his jaw but didn’t let it spoil the moment. 

Amelia smiled widely as she approached, backpack in hand. Victory. Behind her the youngest porter boy, who also was the youngest artificial, bore a grimace that Manoli placed somewhere between defeat and worry about doing his job right. He was after all only fifteen. And the sadness of it made Manoli forgiving of the boy’s mistakes. 

“Have I got plans for you this year,” she said upon seeing him. “Nice to see you again, my friend.” She reached over the counter and squeezed his hand.

For a moment his spinal brain fought with his conscious one. His spinal brain insisted that he give the client her room key right away and take that backpack out of her hands. But his conscious brain, did not want to do any of these. Yet, he was a professional, like human Manoli was before him. So he gave Amelia her room key and turned to the boy who was standing by the corner looking sheepish. 

“Good job,” he said with a nod. “Now, take her bags upstairs.” 

Amelia looked on as the boy got inside the elevator. When the doors shut she turned to Manoli with a curious look on her face. 

“He is so young! I never see local kids running around these days.”

Thank God for that. This form is not for children, Manoli thought. But he did not say it. His spine would not let him anyway. He was incapable of causing harm to his makers. And that’s what would happen if people found out. 

“Children would be a distraction to their parents,” he said instead. 

There was a strange gleam in her eyes when he said this. Then she looked away and just like that, it was gone. 

Manoli left his place behind the counter and joined Amelia. “I am so glad you are here. How is your family?” 

She leaned in and hugged him. Manoli let himself be hugged for a brief moment. It was the fullest of a person he had felt for some time. 

The spinal brain stayed silent. They were encouraged to appear human after all, otherwise someone might see behind the illusion. Although it didn’t take much to throw tourists off. They almost never cared for a deeper connection. 

“So,” he said, after he escaped her affections. “What have you got for me this year?”

Amelia’s eyes shone bright as she looked at him with the expression of her seventeen-year-old self (a face etched in Manoli’s birth memory forever) and whispered, “Butterfly Island.”

● ● ●

Butterfly Island was two hours by boat from Santo. It did not belong to the people of the city and therefore had no artificials secretly living there. No humans either. Only butterflies.

Manoli had been to Butterfly Island. But only in his birth memory. That meant that human Manoli had visited the place at least once before the artificial Manoli was born. When he was born, at age seventeen, he had not only the original’s personality but many of his memories, especially his fondest ones. 

Human Manoli had registered the greenness of the landscape and the butterflies pouring out of every corner of the island. A guide had led them to the most populated part of the forest. Human Manoli had walked up and down the winding stairs, clutching the wooden banisters tightly so he wouldn’t trip and fall from gazing at the swarms of Plain Tigers becoming one with the trees or fluttering between human bodies, between his small legs, unfazed. 

Those memories were the brightest and the most colorful, even from the ones he made on his own. Manoli could not decide if that was because he was not a real person and so unable to create vivid memories, or because his life was so tinged by his confined existence that everything seemed dull.

● ● ●

Early in the morning Manoli dashed down the stone-paved alleyways. For this foray he preferred the least trodden places, if there was anything left truly untrodden on the island. That time of day there weren’t many tourists out and about. It was too early for the ones that spent most of their time by the pool, baking under the sun or too late for the ones that returned in the first morning hours after a night of debauchery at the local clubs.

For a few precious hours the island seemed to belong only to the artificials. Manoli let himself feel enchanted by the walls painted bright summer colors but also by the pure white ones, as radiant as the sun. By the calm sea and the oceanic pools (such was their architecture that they seem to pour into the sea like a tilted glass of water). As he went up the wide and curved stairs that led to a small white church, he admired its decrepit beauty, the chipped green paint of the bells. The priest, another artificial, pulled at the rope and let them boom all the way out to the sea, his long black robes and bushy beard blowing in the high wind. He greeted Manolis with a subtle nod and then crossed his hands and fixed his stare at the horizon.

How could the priest reconcile his nature with his birth memory? Did he still believe he was a God’s creature? Manoli wondered the same thing about every artificial but he always reached the same conclusion: it depended on the person they were made from. Their birth memories and the personality their human had. They could not escape it.

Things were bad. Far worse than any other time. Manoli spent most of the morning evaluating damages around the island, trying to find a way to repair what could be repaired. A whole wing in the Heliotrope Hotel had to be closed off just in case the cracks went deeper than they appeared. Then there were the pubs and the restaurants in need of restoration. 

Many of those places used to be schools and public buildings but their purpose changed when the wave of tourists increased. Soon the locals could not leave their houses without an official announcement and the hospitals were too full to care both for the locals and the tourists during the summer time. A choice had to be made. 

Manoli placed an order for building supplies with the people of the city underneath. He shook his head because he knew they would probably never arrive. It had been like that for a long time now. The standardized supplies would arrive on schedule, those that were arranged many years ago. But anything new or unexpected would be inconsistent or decreased. He would rummage through boxes and crates of supplies for the shops, the restaurants, and the hotels and he would still not find anything useful to rebuild the island. Or maybe, if he were lucky, he would find a fourth of what was needed. Yet, his spine crackled with happiness, rewarding him for his meticulousness.

The way home was long and tedious because it was noon and the tourists were hungry, both for food and local attractions. They poured themselves on the streets like a swarm of locusts cascaded on the crops. Excuse me and I am sorry, were the two most uttered sentences during the summer, especially during rush hours. They echoed around the island as he made his way between a family of five (already a lobster-red sunburn coating their faces, necks and shoulders).

Manoli tried to make himself small and insignificant as he guessed which streets would be the least busy this time of the day. 

He took a sudden turn to the right, to what people usually though was a cul-de-sac even though it wasn’t. He did not have to think about it. It was a body memory over the years of navigating the maze of walls. Then he froze. The man who was staring at him had his face by a 92% approximation. And it was a human face. Manoli could tell. The man froze too but only for a few seconds. Then he turned abruptly around, returned to the main street and let the current of tourists carry him away. 

● ● ●

They sat at the table with the red checkered tablecloth in the tavern’s back yard. It was a bad spot, the smells were wafting warm and mist-like from the kitchen and there was nothing to see so close against the wall. But it was quiet and that was good enough for Amelia. So Manoli obliged.

This was supposed to be his day off. Even artificials should appear to have one. That’s how he managed to bypass the spines directives and his spine did not object.

What he could not bypass was the thought of the man on the street. 

Manoli ran his face through the databank again and again (the spinal brain was suspiciously silent during his research) but he found nothing. This thought prodded him all day, and if he did not have records of the man, one getting inside a tour bus and another one at the port, from earlier today, he could believe he had imagined it all. 

“Ah, but you have to see this.” Amelia nudged Manoli. “They are literally everywhere!”

The Butterfly Island again. 

His friend was not the laid back type. She was not one to take no for an answer either. Manoli had learned that much. Over the years he had accompanied her everywhere around the island. Rock climbing, and wine tasting, and museum tours, and scuba diving. They did everything together. And she kept coming back for almost thirty years with a sort of fierce loyalty for this place. Manoli was afraid to ask why in case she realized it wasn’t really worth the trouble after all. 

“I will come if you ask me the right way,” Manoli said. A smile parted his lips even though inside he was dead serious.

Amelia would never ask him the right way though. She wouldn’t know how. But it wasn’t just that. When Manoli thought of the outside world, a feeling like sinking in quicksand washed over him. He was small and the world was too big for the half person he was. It asphyxiated him.

The first time Amelia came back to the island was after her college was over. She was alone, without her parents in the background complaining about their daughter’s constant demands to explore. 

Manoli had recognized her instantly even thought they had never met before. The fluttering of their first kiss was still fresh on his lips even though it wasn’t him who had kissed her. That was the seventeen-year-old human Manoli. The boy had been taken by her. But the memory of that kiss remained always so fresh, so alive. It came back to haunt him in the beginning of every summer. And Manoli was only four years old and soul-crushed because he was aware and he remembered everything, but he was not human Manoli. He was his property.

When Amelia had come straight to him with her wide smile, her eyes shining, he could not resist being her friend. She infused humanity in him in the most unexpected ways. He was the best Manoli he could be just for her. The perfect simulation of him, for thirty years. And she never seemed to notice the difference. Their bond grew stronger. 

“Have you ever visited an underwater city?”

The question slipped from his mouth without much thought. The spine punished him for it by creaking loudly inside his head. Manoli shut his eyes dazed. Amelia didn’t notice.

“Oh, God no.” A crease burrowed in the skin between her eyebrows. “They are such claustrophobic places I hear, and so hard to reach. Humans are not meant to live underwater.” 

The waiter interrupted when she laid down greaseproof paper and on top of it fleshly baked bread, a plate of blood-red tomatoes cut in big chunks and drizzled with olive oil and oregano, fried halloumi, slow-roasted eggplant with feta cheese, sesame and mint pies dipped in honey, and wild leeks in lemon sauce.

Manoli thanked her. 

The waiter’s eyes fell on him and then on Amelia, and back again as if saying: What are you doing, brother? This is a dangerous game you are playing.

“Is this where you want to go?” Amelia bit into one of the pies. The smell of mint spilled all around them. Manoli’s spine warned him again. This time with a simple message: change the subject.

“No, no.” 

“We could try and visit if you’d like to.”

Light flashed inside his eyes. A mild alert for protocol breach. 

“Are you okay?” Amelia touched the tip of his fingers; her voice had an edge he could not place.

“I will never leave the island,” he whispered.

Amelia looked at him with her strange gaze again. Sometimes it felt as if she had things to say too but chose not to. Manoli had to remind himself that humans also had secrets. In fact, it was mostly them who had them. 

“I can’t believe you’ve never visited Butterfly Island. It’s so close,” she said, never taking her eyes off him. “I really can’t believe you’ve never left this place.”

His skin prickled. If only she stopped pushing him so hard. Maybe if he could tell her the truth she would stop. But then she wouldn’t want to be his friend anymore. 

“You need too.” Manoli sprang from the chair and ran outside. 

He let himself get lost in the crowd until everything was calm.

● ● ●

As he was making his way to Heliotrope thinking of all the ways he could apologize and make up to Amelia (for freaking out and leaving her, for not following her to Butterfly Island, for being the copy of someone instead of that someone), he saw that the pool bar’s lights were open and soft music was playing in the background.

The bar always gave him a nostalgic feel. It was built to be reminiscent of the island’s golden age, slow music, pale yellow lights and idols half-lost in the sands of time. The lack of renovations made the nostalgia almost tangible. 

This was not right. The bar should not have opened until later tonight. Manoli ran this inconsistency through the system but found nothing. He paused when he spotted Panos’s bus parked outside the hotel’s side entrance. 

The bus was empty and dark, the door was shut but Manoli could see Panos’s figure sitting at the driver’s seat. He waived at him but got no response. Perhaps Panos was pretending not to have seen him so he could sneak some more pennies in his jug. He drew closer. Panos did hold the jug between his stubby fingers but he was not doing anything. He seemed lost. His expression was cold. Manoli banged at the door until Panos finally opened.

“What’s wrong?” he asked as he got in. 

His friend did not reply immediately. When he did reply, it seemed like it took up all of his energy. 

“It’s over,” he said in one breath. He hugged the jug closer, like a baby. 

“What’s over?” Manoli remembered the bus from his records. Things suddenly fell into place. 

“Where is he?” 

Panos’s gaze turned to the bar. 

Manoli saw the solitary silhouette crouching on a stool. He got off the bus. Panos didn’t bother to close the doors behind him.

Manoli felt his throat dry but he kept going, feeling like a man doomed. By what, he would soon find out. 

The man was Manoli. The real deal. He was noticeably thinner than artificial Manoli and he sat on the very far corner of the bar, deflated. 

When he saw Manoli at the entrance he said, “Oh, you are here.” 

“It’s nice to see you again,” Manoli said, numbly.

The human Manoli patted his forehead with a handkerchief.

“The island, my God, I had forgotten how beautiful it is,” he said. His eyes looked sad under the pale lights of the ceiling. 

Manoli wore an apathetic expression but inside he was studying the human Manoli, the tone of his voice, his mannerisms. It had been so long since seeing the man up close. His voice had lowered an octave. It had become coarser too. The wrinkles around his sunken eyes had fanned out in a different pattern than he had expected.

His spine, out of habit, made a note to correct those deviations. But he sensed this might not be necessary. 

“It’s falling apart now,” Manoli said. He tried to make his voice neutral, without judgment. It was too damn hard.

“We shouldn’t have left it to you,” human Manoli said, bitterly. He drew the handkerchief to his cheeks and wiped a few lingering drops of sweat. “We shouldn’t have left.”

Manoli felt his anger boiling underneath his skin and no cryostorage could cool it enough. Deeper still, his spine buzzed with something like a warning.

He walked behind the bar just to give himself something to do. 

“Would you like something to drink?” 

“Tom Collins, please,” said human Manoli, visibly relieved for the pause. “Thank you.”

Tom Collins sounded about right. It was Manoli’s choice of drink as well. He grabbed the best brand of gin from the top shelf and a tall glass and his spine hummed in agreement.

“This last earthquake was very bad. It made us hasten our plans.” Human Manoli sounded small now, almost apologetic. 

“Plans?” 

Manoli felt the bitter cold of the ice cubes against his fingers. This was how his skin would be carried away to some decomposition and recycling facility. Some place shady, so no one would notice. He eyed the knife. 

“Are you planning to kill us?” He tried to move his hand and take the knife from the counter, but the spine wouldn’t let him. Both of his arms were dead on his sides. I just want to slice an orange, he though. Just an orange. 

“We plan to take our lives back.”

The spine relented and let him pick up the knife. He cut a slice of orange, thin as rice paper, and finished the drink. Humans had a funny way to describe things. Nobody took their lives from them. They gave them up willingly. 

He passed human Manoli the glass. 

“Have you got any idea what’s like to live down there?” The man’s hands were shaking. Some of the drink spilled on the countertop. 

Alcohol stains, said Manoli’s spine, prodding him to clean it. 

“People become apathetic or unruly,” continued human Manoli. “But most of all they become less like people. It’s not worth it anymore.”

“You are killing us,” Manoli whispered. 

Alcohol stains, the spine repeated. Manoli put down the knife and grabbed a kitchen wipe. He wiped the stains clean with a ferociousness that scared him.

He felt small, reduced to an object. He wasn’t himself anymore but human Manoli’s arm or leg, something less than. 

“What should I do?” Manoli asked, lost.

“Wait until the summer ends and make sure everyone is underground. We’ll take over from there.” Human Manoli’s face was red, flushed, as if he was ashamed about what he was about to say. “Don’t bother with the winter staff. They are already done.”

“Done?” 

Human Manoli didn’t meet his gaze, he just dabbed at his sweaty face again. Manoli was trying to communicate silently with the winter pods but there was nothing there.

He felt sick. His mind raced to Panos and the other artificials, the fifteen-year-old boy who had barely lived. And finally Amelia.

Summer would never begin with her face again.

Summer would never begin again.

If it weren’t for the spine keeping him straight up he would have folded into himself like crumpled paper.

“I know you Manoli,” his human self squeezed his shoulder. It felt like claws against his skin. “You are like me. A professional.”

“Here you are!” 

When Amelia crossed the threshold both of them froze. Manoli thought they looked like shut-down replicants. Almost identical. 

Amelia crossed the space between the edge of the pool and the stool next to the one human Manoli was sitting and sat there. She looked over her shoulder at the man sitting next to her. Time seemed to slow down. Manoli searched for a hint of understanding hidden in her eyes, but he could not read her face.

Human Manoli took a couple of bills out of his back pocket and put them on the counter. 

“Thanks,” he mumbled. He left as if he was been chased. 

Manoli looked down at the bills. They were the expired kind. 

“Who was that guy?” Amelia asked. She picked up a paper straw and started chewing away at it. “He was acting strange.”

“You mean you’ve never seen him before?”

She shrugged. “Not that I remember.”

An odd feeling prickled his skin, as if the husk of another person was peeling away and he was underneath it. Someone clear and sharp. Someone with a purpose.

He exhaled. 

“Hey, listen,” Amelia said, sheepishly. “I am sorry if I pushed you too hard.”

Manoli took her hand in his and tried to convince both of them when he said, “I am coming with you.”

● ● ●

Manoli looked at the ferry as if this was the first time he saw one. And in a way it was. This ferry was a real thing now. Unlike the usual shadows of ships wafting in the background while he stayed behind, this was a solid three dimensional ship. And he would try to get on it.

“Are you coming or what?” 

Amelia lingered on the ferry’s gangway a few steps in. She wore a white brimmed hat that hid most of her face under a shadow. Manoli from inside the bus could not tell if she was anxious or just bored. She wore her backpack over her right shoulder. It looked heavier than usual because she was resting it against the railing. 

There were other artificials at the dock, mostly bus drivers and porters. They ran around in a frenzy hauling luggage and helping tourists orient themselves. 

“This is stupidity,” Panos croaked. Then he hugged Manoli. His face was pressed on Manoli’s shoulder so hard it bruised his artificial skin.

“Pure, human stupidity,” he went on. Still, he opened the bus doors and let Manoli get off, the penny-jug wedged tightly between Manoli’s arm and torso. A farewell gift.

“We are humans,” Manoli said. But Panos was already speeding away from him. He intended to enjoy his last summer alive as best as he could.

Manoli squeezed the jug under his arm a little harder and walked to the gangway.

He reached the edge of the gangway fast. Too fast. Before his courage gave in, his spine reached him right on time. Just like that, he was frozen. Arms and legs fixed, immovable, like a statue made of steel. His spine cracked vengefully, the pain would have made him scream if he could make a sound. 

Access to the ferry denied. 

He felt the eyes of the artificials pinned on him. Some of them helped carry luggage all the way to the ships. But when their services were not needed anymore they would return to the island without a moment’s delay. They did not choose to return of course. They had to. Their existence was not to be revealed to the outside world so the people of the city could return and take everything back as if they were nothing.

“Hurry up,” Amelia said. Then nothing. She did not even move an inch. Manoli sensed she was holding her breath. 

Manoli looked at his feet, then at the sea and the horizon beyond, back at Amelia, and at his feet again. His was helpless. He had to turn around and leave her there. 

Plain stupidity, he thought.

“Hurry up,” she said again. “I . . . I can’t carry this all the way up.”

Manoli looked at her. Her face was not a shadow anymore. It was plain and clear and she was looking at him in the eyes.

Then she said, “Help me, please.”

Manoli’s eyes grew bigger. Something was happening. A change. It felt like a distant echo, a non-memory that had somehow etched itself in his software. His spine finally shut up. 

This was what calm felt like. He took a few cautious steps on the gangway. Amelia’s eyes were misty as she gave him the backpack. 

“I’ll take this,” he said. 

Help me. Help me. She kept saying it until they were on the ferry. Help me, until the gangway was lifted. Help me, until the engines started. Help me, until the faces of the artificial at the dock were the size of a pin. But their eyes were still following him from afar. 

It was a fail-safe in the system. He could not leave the island except for when he must. For when a human needed help. Maybe something would happen at sea or an earthquake would eventually prove to be catastrophic. He needed to be able to bring the humans to safety. They mattered and he did not. 

This would not last for long, of course. There was a good chance he would not make it to Butterfly Island. When the tracking system would catch up to his position and verify there was no actual threat, bad things would happen. Maybe his spinal brain would shut him down and render him lifeless. Perhaps some safety net would start to erase his mind, so no documents of his existence could be found.

But he still had this body, this steel skeleton and the bioengineered skin. This was proof enough perhaps. And he was already on a ship with Amelia. She would know what to do with him once they were far enough. He trusted her even though he had all the questions in the world for her to answer. But he said nothing for fear that his spine would wake up again. 

“Can you talk now?” Amelia was at his side. She lifted her hat and her hair swirled in the sea breeze. It was the first time he had seen her hair like this. 

“About what?” He smiled and this time his smile was unbidden. 

Amelia nodded and looked at the horizon. 

“See?” She pointed at the green shapeless mass on the water. “This is where we’re going.” 

Manoli fixed his eyes on that blurry spot between the sea foam and the sky. He was already feeling the memory of this moment forming in his mind, fresh and vivid. Putting his birth memory to shame.
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Behind Our Irises

Tlotlo Tsamaase
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Each iris in the city bears the burning shades of autumn, ranging from light to dark.

Every eye in our firm runs surveillance programs behind its pupil. Connected through the authenticated enterprise cloud network to the central servers of the Firm. Able to detect corporate theft, infraction, abuse of work assets and more. Much more. I knew about the eyes but I only noticed the holes in our necks, stabbed into the jugular, into the carotid artery in that unsurveilled split second when my black pupils blinked silver and then back to black as the company automatically upgraded me. In that fraction of a second, when all their restraints loosened, I tried to scream.

I’d just started working for this fine establishment and I was on my third month of probation when it began. I was a graphic designer for a market research firm boasting a growing roster of foreign multinationals with tentacles steeped in every industry: manufacturing, agriculture, food industry, construction, health, technology, fashion, publishing, everything.

Before that I was unemployed for seven months living off my savings, so I hungrily signed the contract when they called me in after my interview. I was shocked that they could only offer me three thousand pula, a salary that could barely cover my rent. How was I going to pay for transportation, utilities, groceries? They said they’d only review my salary at the end of the probation. I had to move out and find a squat room in Old Naledi that undergraduate students of a nearby university were using, which luckily was forty minutes’ walk from work, so I could make it without needing to catch a taxi-then-a-combi like I had to for my previous job.

The room I lived in was a compact space with only a shower and a two-plate stove in the entrance. Cold water, no heater. I lived cooped up in my house with no daylight and nature to water my stale growth. The windows looked out into walls and pit latrines. Dust swept itself in with flies from long-gone shit.

Early morning, I forced myself through the grueling cold to work. Everything was the same, except for last night’s buzz that was still saturating my body. It was my third guy in ten months—there was nothing special or serious about it. Sometimes it felt like my heart was drenched in fire, today it was numb.

“Perhaps his spam is inducing an adverse reaction in your body,” she said during our usual morning call as I walked to the office. Her name was Boitumelo, her nickname was Tumie, and we called her Tumza for short—a nickname for a nickname. Tumza and I called every guy’s sperm spam.

“Or maybe I’m fed up of the clone of bastards always swarming around me,” I said. “When you’re fed up, you tend to grow a third eye that tends to see the bullshit for what it is. And because bullshit is bullshit and sometimes nothing much can be done about it, you swim backstrokes through it.”

Tumza snorted. “You have such creepy humor.”

I laughed as I crossed the pedestrian-heavy road towards the Fairground strip mall, its concrete, steel and glass face reflecting the morning sun. “I haven’t seen you in a span.”

“Joh! I haven’t had a free weekend,” she said. “I’m working on a residential project, our firm’s also working on a tender, and I have to go to site later for a commercial building we’re project managing. I don’t know, man, I’m going crazy. I haven’t slept in my bed for two days. Like, I don’t know what I’m chasing anymore. And we just got our updates yesterday, so you can imagine how crazy it’s going to be.”

“Updates?”

“Ja, some new app a company is selling to our big boss.”

“Oh. Well, fuck san. That’s not a life I miss. At least you’re getting paid big bucks.”

“The nigga don’t pay—everyone in the industry knows that. I’ve been trying to jump ship for centuries, but he has his claws throughout the industry. Any whisper of me fishing around and he’s gonna blacklist me by word-of-mouth. He’s done it to others before.”

“What’d I tell you about that third eye?”

“Bra, not funny at the moment—shit, gotta go, some clingy client’s on the line. Also don’t worry about work. I’m sure they’ll be happy with your performance so far. Hang in there, choms! Your career will take off. Cheers.”

With that I was left alone with a dial tone slicing my goodbye in half. I stared at the goodbye wrapped around my gluey tongue, my tongue always trying to stick itself to things that never lasted: kisses, dickheads, soggy heartbreaks, dead-end jobs. A text message beeped into my phone. “Can’t make it tonight.” Another guy tossing aside the promise he made me. It’s fine. Promises weren’t immortal; they lay like dead animals in my teeth.

On my way to work, fatigue seethed through my blood like alcohol. I just thought that if I hung around long enough, worked my ass off, I’d clear probation, revise my contract and get a better salary. I was still sending out my resumes and somehow able to go for interviews, but unable to snag another job.

I watched the traffic flow idly and the cars looked like sheep bustling through a tight lane under the glaring heat of the Gaborone sun. Shiny sheep with hooves stomping to the same endless nightmare. My scream was trapped within the boundaries of my skin: I hate my job. I hate my job. I hate my job. I envy those who have cars: warmth and luxury surrounding them. Across from me on Samora Machel Dr waiting for the traffic lights to turn green, was a stern lady with sunglasses on in a white BMW X5, and I was wondering what she was listening to, what it’d be like to be her, living in her skin. Her skin look drabbed on expensively, exquisite and elegant at the same time. It had the K-drama glow to it. A woman in a black Mercedes drove by wearing a weave that could probably pay my rent for months. The melanin glow of her skin reminded me of sunsets. Perhaps I’d look like her if I wore her skin, too. I pressed my nose high and imagined what it would smell like. The perfume on it. I sniffed as I quickly purchased magwinya and chips from one of the street vendors that lined the road with their tables and tattered umbrellas; behind them were shacks upon shacks, clusters of dire poverty, and on the other side of the highway stood a two-story mall, an upscale lodge, a car dealer shop and more affluent businesses. Where will I be when I’m thirty years old? Or thirty-five? Will I even reach fifty? Inadequacy. You compare yourself too much to other people, I thought, trying to stop this habit. All these drivers, all these strangers turned and looked at me with blank eyes. I looked nothing like them which had to mean that I was an alien.

The office idled around in Fairground Mall on the second floor. I crossed the bypass, the parking lot, and ascended the stairs. Approaching the glass entrance door, I pressed my thumb against the finger scanner, it stung, and the door slid open. I sucked at my thumb, tasting the salt of blood. I got to my desk feeling mind-boggled.

A hand was waiting in the air for my hi-five. Everyone had on the same smile, the same voice, the same excitement. They were so happy being at a miserable job. Why was I different? Why were they happy to be in this life and I was not?

Wassup, bro

How was your weekend

Nothin’ big, just chillin’ with the fam

’sup ma

—words floated into the air like dead emojis.

I stared at my thumb, a pinprick of blood slipping out. Did the scanner steal my blood? I looked up. A cluster of desks in an open-plan layout. It looked like we were sitting in transparent toilets, everyone watching everyone’s shitty business. This wasn’t natural. It didn’t feel right. We should be in an open, warm, collaborative space like a true team, working together. But this was best for space and work efficiency, the head office said. Most of the things that ran our lives were manufactured, designed and mandated by others.

For our late lunch that day, the manager took us down to the cafeteria to wind down and congratulate us on our hard work. The first time we had closed doors early. We thought we weren’t working. The elevator brought us to the ground-floor restaurant overlooking a garden with fountains, bird song and trees. Within thirty minutes we’d allocated ourselves into cliques on a long dining table, overflowing with chatter and mouthwatering cuisine: several mini-grills that a couple of my coworkers were already laying into. Swaths of nicely marinated boerwores and sticky chicken pieces they wolfed down whilst chugging bottles of cider and beers. One coworker, hazy-eyed and slurring words chewed on a biltong and laughed at a stupid joke the manager lodged. There was a crock filled with chakalaka; bamboo bowls with steamed madombi spattered with an assortment of herbs; bowls and plates of couscous, several cobs of corn, a steaming stew of mogodu—

“This is all so appetizing,” my coworker Puleng Maiteko interrupted my hungry, ogling eyes. “But I’d rather get a raise. Paying us with meals is so cheap.” She raised the decanter and filled her wine glass. “Might as well get stupid drunk and full.”

It entered my mind like a butterfly.

They are using our temporary hunger to lull us into something.

But I ignored the thought as I scattered some sticky chicken still glistening in marinade onto a mini-grill and it sizzled as I dished for myself. Puleng tugged at an earring, hanging like a beaded chandelier from her ear, which is a habit of hers when she’s concentrating on something bothering her.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, chewing on a spoonful of chakalaka.

“My grandmother once cooked this for our family’s usual weekend potluck gathering,” she whispered, breath perfumed by the scent of a Phumla Pinotage.

“Okay . . . Then what’s the problem?”

“These exact same meals . . . from three years ago.” She shook her head, which was elegantly wrapped in a richly colored Ankara design doek. “Never mind, it just hit me like a bad case of déjà vu. It tastes exactly the way she does it. You know no one in our family has been able to replicate the taste of her recipes.” A tear slipped down her face. “My grandmother passed away three years ago. This . . . just felt like she was alive again.”

Puleng drank three bottles of wine before sunset, and the manager Alefaio Isang advised the company driver to take her home.

I had also guzzled too many glasses of wine and even though I was not in as bad a state as Puleng, I hurried to the office’s unisex bathroom to relieve my protesting bladder. I stopped when I saw my colleague Keaboka Letang bent over, his head dipped into a sink full of water, hands grappling with the rim. I yanked him up, his Senegalese braids slapped me. What the fuck was going on today? He gasped for air. Stood against the sink and stared at himself in the mirror, with dark trails of mascara running down his face. He was crying. I felt whiplashed like I was at a funeral-cum-party.

“What’s going on? Are you okay?” I asked, forgetting my need to pee.

“It’s the only way I can deactivate them. It only lasts three minutes. I don’t know why. Listen to me.” Keaboka grabbed my shoulders, his eyes wild and frantic. “You can’t see it. The holes. They use the holes. They . . . They’ve been selling us to their clients.”

I giggled and burped thinking he was making a joke. He speed-talked nonsensically all the time staring at his ticking watch, unable to find his cellphone.

“They use us. These bastards feel too safe and comfortable with this thing they installed in us.”

“What?” I staggered back, tipsy and confused—stunned also because he was generally a quiet person who focused on his assignments, mostly managing the social media pages of our clients, photoshoots, booking influencers and models, etc.

“What are you talking about?” I felt terribly sorry for him and offered consoling arms. “Relax eh. Whatever happened we can probably sort it out with—”

“You’re not listening to me.” He grabbed my shoulders, wringing them and I expected myself to crack like an egg and spill all over the bathroom floors. “Get out. Do not renew or upgrade your contract. Don’t sign anything. They have a pipeline where they sell us—we are the products—it’s those fucking updates—the holes—they plug—”

The doors slammed open. Security guards thundered in. Keaboka started hiccupping and floundering in their grips.

“He’ll be alright. He has a condition and is sometimes unwell. We’re taking him to the office doctor,” they said to me as they gathered Keaboka out. One guard remained, making sure I didn’t follow them.

“This must be a shock to you. Why don’t you rejoin the others?”

● ● ●

By Monday I had started to forget the trauma of my coworkers when the manager called me into his office to let me know that my probation was over and that they were finally reviewing my contract. I would be upgraded to consultant! With benefits! A better salary! And potential to upgrade further to housing benefits, medical and more!

There was one clause. My contract included a stipulation that I would have to be installed with new, non-invasive pill-form technology WeUs—developed by the Nairobi Tech Hub of one of their prominent clients. If I agreed then I could keep my job. If I didn’t, then my current contract would run its course and I’d be out of work by the end of the year, jumping back into the hungry ocean of the unemployed. I had two-months’ worth of pending rent. I had no savings, no belongings, nothing substantial to my name. My landlord had been threatening to throw out my belongings whilst I was at work; the thought of coming home to find my entire home outside the boundary wall had made me desperately change the locks which set her off. This job was my oasis.

“It’ll be worth it in the end,” our higher-up said, adjusting his tie. He was an European man with a balding hairline, stocky fingers and a certain kind of confidence that intimidated me. “It’ll make your life so much easier. We’re partnering with a highly-esteemed technology company, InSide, that’s offering our employees absolutely free subscription to their app. It will help you increase your productivity and streamline your life. You will be the best you that you can be. You’re valuable to us and we’d hate to lose you.” He leaned back into his chair, his hazel eyes boring into me. “We’re looking to expand our company into several countries: Zambia, Dubai, South Africa, Nigeria”—he counted them off with his fingers as if they were already conquered—“and we want to use this year to groom you because we see you eventually heading customer relations in Dubai once you cut your teeth in the region. That is of course, if you stay with us.”

I swallowed deeply at the thought of living in a what was widely regarded as the world’s most technologically advanced city and of reaching the summit of the corporate ladder. I just had to swallow a pill that would deposit nanobots behind my eyes and connect me to the firm’s network, ferrying data to and fro. Of course, I’d be paid a minimum sum of one-hundred thousand pula which felt like a shitload of money just to swallow a pill.

There was another butterfly thought in my mind. I ignored it.

I signed the contract and took the pill.

When I got home, I felt odd. A surge of anemia and fever overwhelmed me. I steadied myself with the walls of my apartment, wading through the heavy dark until I stumbled into bed, out of breath. I had little energy to do anything, to nourish myself or call an ambulance. I felt wrecked with an exhaustion that I prayed sleep would solve. When the bright morning sun opened my eyes, I was urged by a tightening in my gut that rushed me to the bathroom to vomit my entire self out. I sat propped against the bathtub, wiping sweat from my face. I actually felt better. Brushed my teeth. Had breakfast. Showered and went to work. I had the best workday I’d ever had in my life.

Before long, I moved to a new apartment and bought new clothes. I went out more and had even more meaningless encounters with men I didn’t care about, laughing over these dalliances with Tumie who’d gotten a promotion. Then I started having strange tendencies toward staying late at work. Smiling at the manager who flirted with every woman in the office. Then there were the black outs. I’d be locking up after work, heading for a combi—then nothing but a complete deep abyss in my memory. My six am alarm would blare, I’d wake up in bed feeling sore, like I’d spent the day before in an HIIT cardio workout, unable to recount where I was the night before or how I got home. Shortly after, I used my one-hundred thousand pula as a down-payment for a house in an exclusive gated community for employees of our firm. We worked together. Lived together. Spent weekends together. Carpooled to jols and vacation homes and work trips.

After months and months of this routine, I knocked off one night and stood in the dark foyer of my home, crumbled into a pile of skin and bones on the floor and cried, heaving hot breaths, not knowing why I was crying, but a deep chasm of hurt somewhere in my chest thronged and thronged with pain. I reached for my cellphone, but my front door flew open. The security guards of our estate. With flashing lights and heavy boots. “Everything alright? We heard the alarm.”

“Alarm? What alarm?” I asked.

They gathered me up. “It’s going to be alright. The doctor’s on his way.” Laid me on the living room couch. A man appeared. In his gown. Spectacles and sleep-swept hair. My neighbor. Something glinted in his hand, reflecting the slim shape of moonlight sliding through a crack in the curtains. A syringe. “Shh, it’s okay, sweetie. This will help.” The guards’ hands tied me back as I struggled. A sting. An urge. Slowly I became swallowed into a current of sedation; my eyes slipping me into a prison of dark, glimpsed at the doctor’s hand-held device, its glass display a map of our estate, little dots with all of our names. Some green. Some red. I was red, changing into amber, changing into green as I fell into a forever deep slumber. And then I was gone. And my body became theirs. In the morning I got up. Breakfast. Showered. Dressed. Carpooled with my colleagues in a state of silence to work.

Later in the afternoon, I was upgraded.

That’s when I saw it.

I was standing in the conference room, presenting concepts to a client when I realized all of my co-workers had holes in their necks. Only half a decibel of my scream escaped as a gasp. I composed myself and seamlessly continued with my presentation on Zulu motifs and geometric shapes to use as patterned stories on their textile range. The client was a burly old man, with several subsidiaries on the continent, aiming for trendy and inclusivity. He was pleased with our proposal to make his product more accessible to their target demographic: hip, female, mid-twenties to early thirties.

My next meeting came at lunch. A foreign furniture designer with staff and whose company had seventeen operations in African countries, but whose profits for his furniture sect were experiencing a stiff dive due to a burgeoning rival: a local competitor. He wanted to add a look of diversity to his furniture range and asked which tribe I was from. Bangwato.

He mused, thought perhaps it’d be interesting to color the themes of his work with this mentioned ethnic background. I tried to protest but the sounds did not come out of me, choked back, like my scream.

After the meeting, I resigned to my desk, chewed on a chicken sandwich and swallowed a protein shake, clicking, tapping, drawing out designs on my screen. In that split-second update, I had seen it all. The holes in our necks, barely hidden behind chiffon and silk and wool. They have done something to us.

It’s funny when something irrefutably terrible happens and people say, “How can such a thing happen? This is absurd. It’s against the law.” But evil flows where it flows. Through gaps and loop holes and human beings. Indifferent to laws legislations policies.

Nothing halts it,

except,

sometimes, a sacrifice.

● ● ●

That afternoon, a man in blue coveralls that looked like a cross between a doctor and mechanic casually walked up to me in the kitchen, carrying a sharp tool. I tried desperately to move but some invisible force kept me rigid. He pierced the hole in my neck with it and fondled my veins. “Just doing some maintenance work on your ports,” he said, whistling. His fingers were grimy with greed. Oil or something bitter-tasting slicked down my throat. I struggled and finally got an arm to move.

“Stop resisting. Part of the contract you signed.”

The man hooked his steel-boot onto my shoulder as he twisted the sharp object into my neck. All I could do was remain still, as pain rattled in my body like branches in a wild windstorm. Inside the shackles of my skin, behind the bars of my bones I was screaming, “No!” “Somebody help me!” “Get the fuck off me!” “I’ll fucking kill you!” “I’m going to burn this building down!”

No sound escaped my lips.

The man jumped off my shoulders when he was done. “Alright, you can get back to work.”

I stroked my neck and felt a deep dent digging into my carotid vein.

And then, against my own mind, I turned and went back to my desk. We sat in rows, aligned, ramrod backs, our chins high. Each one of us a well-oiled cog of the workplace machine.

There was of course always the odd concerned citizen, who occasionally noticed something off about us. The weird gropes. The frozen smiles. The doe-eyed expressions. The unprovoked tears. The silent hallways, offices, lunchroom. Our persistent abnegation posing as customer service. Then the reporters would come. Then the police would come. We’d smile mildly and reveal nothing wrong in this fine establishment. No matter how much they investigated every nook and cranny of buildings and emails, they couldn’t find the secrets stacked in our bodies. What they found were good benefits, fully paid housing, medical aid, travel allowance, good hospitality, educational grooming, and very loyal unmarried employees who occasionally loved to sleep with their bosses and whose minds and histories were contained in a database monitored by the data analysts and employee management consultants of our established firm.

● ● ●

The company grew quickly to manage operations in twenty-nine African countries and was touted for its high diversity hiring and marketing strategies. The company suckled our diversity from our DNA and nervous systems, spooled and aggregated it into its network to create one hundred percent authentic indigenous products, used for concepts in fashion shows, architectural designs to win local tenders.

They didn’t need to get close to us to have us open our mouths, they were already inside our bodies listening to every thought pattern and whispers from even our grandparents in the genes of our bodies.

The firm was touted for being revolutionary. They mined our stories to flavor just the right amount of diversity in their clients products which accounted for their sky-high profits. They mined the minerals, diamonds and jewels of our very thoughts and histories and cultures that had been buried in our brains; the emblems, cultural motifs were woven with the dialect of our pain into their indigenous furniture designs, patterned textiles. It was all the market research they and their clients would ever need.

In our heels and short dresses and men the bosses fancied, we’d shuttle from our desks to the manager’s offices, to hotel rooms and secret getaways. The directors, the managers, the clients had nothing to fear. Their technology sat in us, maimed our voices before it could ever bite them; intercepted the tšatšarag neuromuscular signals shuttling from our brains to our vocal cords. It lynched those muscles in your throat just when you wanted to scream and cry and bleed truth.

I had authorized this technology, agreed to the terms and conditions.

Now: I couldn’t move, I couldn’t breathe, except under the dominant hand of their technology. They were our voices and we were their voice. Their face. Their ambassadors. We were locked behind our irises, and I found my skin feeling like artificial material, my legs stacked onto a platform, frozen wide eyes staring out into a stream of satisfied customers.

They’d learned how to imprison my thoughts in my body, but I am starting to feel free inside this mind of mine even though it doesn’t fully belong to me. Maybe just maybe, when the next update comes and I get a glimpse of freedom again, I will do something with it.
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Little Free Library

Naomi Kritzer
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Meigan built her Little Free Library from a kit, because she wanted to make it into art. She sanded the wood and painted it with primer, then glued on the rocks she’d picked up from the Lake Superior shore over the summer and used acrylics to paint indigo swirls around them. When she mounted it on the post outside her St. Paul house, she decided to paint the post, too, and painted a fuchsia road, winding around the post to the box at the top, and outlined the road in smaller pebbles. There was a little bit of glitter in the fuchsia craft paint, and she decided that the book cabinet should have some of that, as well. Finally she screwed on the sign that said “Little Free Library” with the instructions: take a book, return a book.

Meigan had never seen a Little Free Library before she’d moved to St. Paul, but here, they were everywhere. Each Little Free Library was basically just a box of free books, sheltered from the weather. You could register them on a website. Sometimes people specialized in one type of books, or used the second shelf for a seed exchange. She was figuring she’d start by unloading the books she’d enjoyed but knew she’d never read again—she’d moved them up with her, but she didn’t have enough space and anyway, they were mostly just gathering dust. Passed along to someone else, they could be read and enjoyed and used.

She could see the Little Free Library from her living room window, and watched the first day as some of the neighborhood kids stopped to peer in. When she checked that afternoon, she noticed that Ender’s Game, Dragonsinger, and Danny Dunn and the Homework Machine had all been taken. The next day, someone had left a copy of The Da Vinci Code, which made her grimace, but hey, there were people who adored that book, so why not. She put in her extra copy of Fellowship of the Ring along with two Terry Pratchett books.

When she got up on Tuesday morning, the Little Free Library was empty. They did warn you on the website that sometimes people just cleaned it out, and she’d taken the time to stamp her own books “Always a Gift, Never for Sale” to hopefully discourage anyone from thinking they could re-sell them to a used bookstore. She heaved a frustrated sigh, re-stocked it with more books from the box she’d set aside, and after thinking about it, hand-wrote a note that people would see when they opened the library:

To whomever took all the books,

In the future, please take just one or two at a time, or consider leaving a book for others to enjoy. For now, I hope you enjoy reading the books you took! Please share them with others when you are done reading!

When she got home from work on Tuesday afternoon, someone had taken the copy of Pawn of Prophecy and on the top shelf of the Little Free Library, where Pawn of Prophecy had been, they had left behind a sanded piece of wood that on closer inspection she realized was a hand-carved whistle made from a twig. She took that inside and set it on her mantelpiece, and then put out Queen of Sorcery.

The next day, Queen of Sorcery was gone and someone had left behind a little metal figurine of a snake. It was very heavy, and reminded her of the antique lead soldiers that had been made as children’s toys but her parents stored on a high shelf as decorative objects, since lead is a terrible material for a child’s toy. She took it inside and put it next to the whistle, then set out the next book from The Belgariad.

For the next two weeks, the mystery borrower left things behind each day, some of it very strange: a small dark green bird’s feather that looked like it had been shed by a blackbird except for the color; a tiny clay vessel with a cork held in place with rust-colored wax; a carved stone animal too abstract to identify; a circlet of thin carved stone that was too big to be a ring and too small to be a bracelet; a hand-hammered safety pin.

These gifts were unnecessary but delightful. Meigan took pictures of them and sent the pictures in e-mail to her friends back home, two of whom ordered Little Free Libraries of their own to give away their own spare books. They reported back that these boxes turned out to be a great way to meet their neighbors and everyone thought they were very cool, but they had not been the recipient of feathers or carvings.

Then one day, on a page of brittle yellow paper that looked like it had been cut from one of the blank pages of an older paperback:

To the Librarian,

Is there a sequel to The Fellowship of the Ring? I would very much like to read it. I will leave behind anything I have for the other books, if you will give them to me. Also, I am sorry about the day I took everything. I promise I will never do this again. What would you like in trade for the next book about Frodo, if there is one?

It was written in ink, slightly blotchy, like the writer had used a dip pen but didn’t know quite how to write with it.

Right.

St. Paul had no shortage of artists and eccentrics. Maybe this could lead to a friendship with someone close by. Grinning to herself, Meigan pulled out The Two Towers from her box of books and slipped in a note. To the person who requested the next book about Frodo: leave me some art you have created and we’ll call it a good trade. ~THE LIBRARIAN

There was no gift the next day, but the day after, a piece of paper (again, cut from the back of a paperback book, judging from the size) was left behind, rolled up and tied with a red thread. Meigan slipped off the thread and unrolled the paper. Done in the same slightly brownish ink as the letter, it was a line drawing of a cat.

This was really getting fun. Meigan wondered which of her neighbors this was. Another request should be coming soon: no one finishes The Two Towers and doesn’t want to read The Return of the King. In the meantime, she left out the next book from The Belgariad, a Valdemar novel, and a picture book about a small fire-breathing dragon’s trip to the dentist.

Sure enough, another note was left the next day: To the Librarian, Surely there is another book about Frodo? I have drawn you another picture but if you would prefer something else I can provide it. The person had drawn a picture of a leaf underneath the note. It looked like a maple leaf, with five lobes, but with additional hooks and spikes on the edges so it looked almost fractal.

To my correspondent, she wrote, please leave me a leaf like the one you drew.

She was expecting something cut out, maybe from paper, but it was a real leaf that got left in the place of Return of the King, green and fresh from the tree. It looked almost like a maple leaf, but . . . not. For extra weirdness, it was February; there weren’t any green, blooming trees in her neighborhood: it was gray and frigid and everything was blanketed with snow. But maybe . . . maybe they’d put a leaf in the freezer, or something. Or maybe the leaf had dropped off some sort of potted tree they kept in their house. Or maybe they’d picked it illicitly while visiting the St. Paul conservatory, which was filled with tropical trees . . . 

She took a picture of the leaf and sent it to her friend back home with the botany hobby, to see if she could identify it. Her friend sent her back a slightly baffled message. It did look sort of like a maple, but not a variety of maple she was familiar with. She suggested that Meigan try the extension service at the U.

Instead, Meigan stashed it on top of her refrigerator and tried not to think about it. A fun correspondence with an artist playing a game was really all she wanted to imagine herself doing. But a day later, when she went outside to restock it . . . she left behind a copy of Defending Your Castle, which she’d bought because it looked hilarious but only ever skimmed through since she had no real intention of digging a moat around her house or installing ballistae.

That book was gone the next day.

And a day later, a tiny, glinting gold coin was left behind, with another letter.

To the librarian,

I do not know what I did to deserve the favor of the Gods, but I am grateful, so grateful, for your kindness to me. I believed our cause to be lost; I believed that I would never have the opportunity to avenge what was done to my family; now, suddenly, I have been gifted with a way forward. Blessings on you.

If you can bring me more such books, I will leave you every scrap of gold I can find.

The gold coin was a tiny disk, the size of a dime but thinner. There was an image of a bird with spread wings stamped into one side; the other showed either a candelabra or a rib cage, Meigan wasn’t sure. Meigan’s kitchen scale thought the coin weighed four grams, which—if it was actually gold—was over $100 worth of gold. Of course, most gold-colored metal items weren’t actually gold, but . . . it was noticeably heavy for its tiny size, and when she tried a magnet, it was most definitely not magnetic. In theory she could have bitten it, but she didn’t want to mess up the pictures stamped in.

For the first time, she felt a pang of uncertainty.

What is really going on here? Who am I giving books to?

An artist, she told herself firmly. A storyteller. A neighbor. This is probably bronze or brass or some other yellow metal, and they hammer it themselves as a hobby just like they carve whistles and all the rest.

She tucked in a coloring book about Roman aqueducts and left a note: Who are you? She also left behind a note pad, since the thought of someone cutting blank pages out of books to write on made her feel odd. A few minutes later she went back out and added a pen.

I am a servant to the rightful Queen and heir, displaced by her uncle; at his orders, she took vows to join an order of lay sisters, where she’s lived ever since. But all my prayers were answered the day I found your Library, and I will forever be YOUR servant, Librarian of the Books of the Tree.

We have begun constructing a ballista, in secret. Please send me more books.

Meigan bought a copy of The Knowledge: How to Rebuild Civilization to put in the box. Then a book on military history; then Weapons by the Diagram Group; then an Army tactical manual. Each book was rewarded with coins, all of them stamped with candelabra—or skeleton—and bird, all of them gold (or gold colored, at least).

She was finding it increasingly hard to concentrate on anything other than her library—on new books to leave, on who, exactly, might be coming, on whether she really still believed that this was an artist and neighbor playing an interesting game with her. Twice, she tried to watch the box from her living room overnight, but both times she fell asleep.

Finally one day she found a note:

We are ready. Many thanks for all your help. Pray for our victory.

And the notes stopped. Someone did take her copy of Greek Fire, Poison Arrows, and Scorpion Bombs but did not leave a coin or a letter.

After a few days of nothing, she gathered up the coins and took them to a jeweler, who told her that yes, they were real gold, and he could give her $1,245 for the lot if she wanted to sell them.

No one spends over a thousand dollars on a joke.

She didn’t want to sell them. If she’d been about to lose her house she’d definitely have done it, but the thought of parting with this tangible evidence of . . . of whatever had happened . . . no. She told the jeweler she’d think about it and took them home again.

Back at her house, she went looking for the leaf she’d left on top of her refrigerator, but it had dried up and crumbled away. She looked through the gifts again, the ones that had been left before the coins started. She could take them to someone, maybe, see what they thought, if they wouldn’t think she was crazy. If they didn’t think this stuff was stolen. It occurred to her that it might in fact be stolen, that maybe someone was playing a game with her and that person blithely gave away $1,200 worth of gold because it didn’t actually belong to them. But she looked through pictures of ancient coins and found nothing that looked like what she had. The hand-forged safety pin was a fibula, though, and she found some pictures that were similar. Some were from ancient Greece and ancient Rome; some were from modern artists selling their wares on Etsy.

One warm night (spring had arrived, finally) she set up a chair in her yard, and tried again to sit watch. She dozed, despite herself, and startled awake at some odd hour of the very late night, and looked: the box was gone. Missing. She stared at its spot, and then saw it. It was back—or it had never actually gone—she was left frustratingly uncertain.

It felt like she’d read a book, only to find the last page missing.

Then one Monday morning, she opened the Little Free Library and found another note, along with a box that looked like it had been hand-carved from a block of wood.

All is lost, the note said. Our superior weaponry could not match their advantage of numbers. Our last hope is to send my lady’s child forth into your keeping before they are upon us. As you keep books, so may you keep her child.

Child? Meigan thought with alarm. She opened the box.

Nestled inside the wood was a straw lining—and an egg.

It was large—not enormous like an ostrich egg but it filled the palm of her hand. It was silvery green in color, with markings that looked almost like scales.

What do you do with eggs?

Well, you keep them warm . . . 

She took it inside.
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An Unkindness

Jessica P. Wick
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I. In Which I Receive an (Unwelcome!) Gift

The only person who has never pointed out how ridiculous my dread of ravens—and by that reckoning, how ha ha amusing—is my older brother, Aliver. Even friends are ghoulishly eager to explain that not only is it impossible for a ‘mere bird’ to do me injury, but that one lives in my name. This is the last thing I wish to be told, excepting perhaps ‘here is a raven to keep as a pet, look he likes you.’ The words ‘mere bird’ are spoken by those who have never gone hawking or seen crows mob a larger predator or spent any time observing nature at all, and I have received far more raven-themed gifts than anyone, whether their name is Ravenna or not, should be forced to put up with. 

If pushed to give a cause for my fear beyond ‘ravens are scary,’ I might mention a terrifying unkindness—was ever a collective noun so apt?—of raven puppets I was given when I was still a child. Each raven was meant to represent a different kind of person I might become in the future, outfitted according to their prophetic narrative. Those puppets lurked in a dark clot above my wardrobe until the nightmares grew so sharp my nurse removed them.

One day a gift came for me care of the ambassador from Carawdin. The ambassador requested an audience with me especially and placed a small box into my own two hands. She didn’t do as much for Aliver, who had letters from Carawthian acquaintance of his own. Those were left on the table, sealed and bound, and he took them up himself. The box was wrapped innocuously in old broadsheets and tied tight with a string. Usually gifts especially for me care of an ambassador are wrapped in fine cloth or gilt paper. 

I was pleased to see the package was from my pen pal Erdyth. Such an unusual gift, I thought, meant she had either uncovered another interesting bit of Carawthian mountain lore (Carawdin is named for the Carawthian mountains and they are tall with story) or (and this was my fervent hope) was able to escape her duties and visit. Finally, we would have the decadent coffee house tour of my kingdom we’d been planning since we were children. 

I tore into the gift as if it was cardamom-honey cake. I decimated the wrapping, distributing it with careless liberality across the floor. 

Aliver watched me. He had claimed the whole sofa for himself but I was perched in my favourite window seat. It has fine sea-green curtains that can be pulled closed so nobody can see me but I can see the gardens all the way to the labyrinth. Aliver was going through his own correspondence at a more reasonable pace. 

A sheet of wrapping paper fell perilously close to the fireplace. Aliver, who is always curious, paused to pick it up.

“Ravenna, this is interesting! I think this is one of those illegal border ballads.” His voice went all light and intent. Probably his eyes went light and intent too, like a day that promises rain but is too full of indeterminate light to fulfill that promise, but I was too busy opening the box to look at him. “Is Erdyth coming to visit? Save the rest of these!” He asked. “I’d like to meet her and talk about the—”

By then, the gift was unleashed. 

It was a pen holder in the shape of an extremely sinister white raven, onyx chips for its soulless eyes. The expression on its face, beak half-open, was malicious; as if it wanted to drink my pens dry and break my words mid-letter. I felt my breath unsettle, and my bones too. 

“No,” I said, really despairing because although I’d never said anything to her about my dislike, I thought Erdyth would just naturally know.

Aliver immediately set aside the border ballad and his own papers. He plucked the pen holder from my hand. I was only too happy to let him.

“It’s nicely crafted. And this is heartstane oak. I’ll get rid of it for you.” The penholder disappeared up his sleeve.

“Please,” I said, my jaw tight. “You’re fortunate nobody is inspired to give you themed gifts.”

Aliver is named after The Wolf, Queen Alivera, our conquering ancestress. He did once receive a belt embroidered with a bloody battle: spears, pennants, horses with rolling eyes, men falling beneath hooves and hacking at each other with swords. It is a masterpiece. He has never worn it.

“Perhaps,” he said. “But look, I think the real gift is in the wrapping. If you don’t mind, I’ll take it.”

“Trust you not to be satisfied with your own letters—you really want to take my trash?” I was still sharp from disappointment.

But Aliver is good-natured and only laughed at me, in a way that made me ashamed of being sharp, but not feel any worse for being so. 

“ ‘Never satisfied, always curious,’ ” he said. “Father hasn’t yet agreed to officially change our family motto, but as far as I’m concerned, call the artists and change our crest.” 

Here was one of Aliver’s pet subjects: art, and work, and what was owed, and what was owed curiosity. Occasionally, I liked to hear him speak on it. Father almost never did. Aliver really has tried to get father to change our family motto, which is the tedious and somewhat surprising (given our rather bloody history) Loyalty Is True. 

“This is their home, too. It should defend them and be a shield as well as a hearth; wouldn’t the King say work is the best shield? He’d say so to me.” He smoothed the page out on the table. “Let’s try and put the ballads to music. Maybe we can uncover the border bandits code. Erdyth probably knew you’d like the puzzle of it. Perhaps there’s even an important message in it.”

We spent hours working on the ballads although we are both only just musically proficient. 

It was such fun. It was history and invention and math and music.

Not long after that, Aliver became a stranger. 

He became one so slowly I almost didn’t notice. Do you keep track of the sun as it courses across the bowl of heaven? The dark came and I was surprised. I am still surprised. He would inflict these little wounds with his behavior, but I kept putting it down to a mood or he wasn’t feeling well or it just wasn’t a good time. Of course Aliver couldn’t keep our weekly tradition of Friday brunch; he was busy. Of course Aliver had nothing to say after I was honored by the museum and Archivist for my paper on flowers poisonous to shapeshifters and their frequent appearance in embroidery of the medieval period; the museum honors our family with very little effort on our part, since we’re practically living relics. Of course he didn’t appear when he was supposed to be my partner in the game of Swallows and Larks, and so I didn’t get a chance at the lark ball even though I could have won the match on my own because Finula and Ambray—blast their eyelashes and toenails—said the rules didn’t allow for two against one. He had other things to do then play sporting games, even if he’d previously said he would and I particularly dislike losing at Swallows and Larks. It wasn’t his responsibility to save the newspaper for others to read; of course he threw them away when he was done. It wasn’t sinister that he didn’t save the last bone for the dogs, or never invited his friends for drinks in his chambers, or ignored the cats and rarely went out of the city and never into the woods and gave away his horses. 

But then on Green Moon, his friend mentioned that Aliver wasn’t going to visit the wishing well. Green Moon is when you can write letters to the dead and feel better about not forgetting them, and Aliver never missed a Green Moon revel. 

I realized how long it had been since I’d seen Aliver do any of his usual activities. How long since we had spent time together. He was always disappearing. I watched him closely, but trying to figure him out was like trying to read the middle of a closed book without opening it; willpower will only take you so far. The cover only tells you so much. 

● ● ●

II. In Which I Am (With Great Effort Expended) Good at Sneaking

Deciding to follow Aliver was easy. Successfully following him was more difficult. Unfortunately, he caught me immediately where I was loitering and asked whether I needed him to give me something to do. 

“Brother!” I exclaimed, perhaps just a shade too like a character in a play. “I am encouraged by the warmth in your voice. Are we going to see a concert in the park? Let me get my cape—it is chilly for Flowermoon, isn’t it?” 

“You are going to your rooms,” he said, and walked me there. His hand on my shoulder was just a shade too hard. “And I am going to mine.” 

His tone was the most discouraging thing, but I decided to take heart because he wished to quell my investigative spirit. 

It seemed to me Aliver discovered my plan because I hadn’t heard him leave his room, giving him opportunity to go around the long way and surprise me, so one morning—when I knew he was at council—I secretly removed the pin from his bedchamber door’s middle-most hinge, soaked it in vinegar, dented it with a hammer, and replaced it. His door squeaked very pleasingly after that.

The squeak was meant to warn me if I was lying in wait by the stairs, but my rooms aren’t far from his and I began to hear the hinge regularly at night. Each time my gaze jumped to the clock on my fireplace mantle, the one in fairy glass with the golden clockwork tree my Aunt Una brought back from a quest and which is no trouble to read in the dark. Each time I read half-past one. Judging by sound, Aliver opened his door and stood at its threshold for a good three minutes before closing it, slowly, behind him. 

Seven nights of this and I went to confront him.

The hall was long and dark and moonlight falling from the great windows cut pale squares into the general shadowiness, but there was no sign of Aliver. I was on high alert. My brother means well but isn’t necessarily to be trusted. Grandmother used to say Aliver has a player king’s soul, when she wasn’t calling him a fool and encouraging father to have another spare.

His door was open, a dense block of impassable dark. I threw a ring across the hall to see whether he was hiding just out-of-sight, but only attracted the attention of one of the Keep’s cats. It poked its head around the corner, the triangles of its ears pricked high. It stared; I stared. It whisked, quick-soft, belly low, toward Aliver’s room, but stopped before reaching it, arcing its back and spitting. It leapt sideways, batting at the darkness, then streaked away.

I decided Aliver’s room was empty of Aliver, so I crept to the Big Stair. As I peered cautiously downward, I heard the hinge. 

I turned. 

Aliver’s door was closing. I grew very still and looked very hard for a cause: the small compact shadow of one of the dogs or even another cat rubbing against the door’s edge, causing the hinge to quaver like that. Maybe I did see a low shadow flickering away, or maybe I had dust in my eye and was blinking rapidly because shadows are not supposed to skitter in that way. I know the Keep is supposed to have ghosts, but I’ve never interacted with any. They usually stick to tourists and the more impressionable distant relations.

“I am not impressionable,” I whispered, and then the probable-figment-of-my-imagination slithered quickly in my direction. I had just seen an animal in the low light; I knew what one was supposed to look like. This was something else.

The thing-I-was-probably-imagining was as dense a shadow as the darkness in Aliver’s room; when it came toward me, it seemed purposeful. I fled to my room, my nerves thoroughly in tatters. The darkness nipped at my heels and I had an unpleasant swarmy slimy oozy woozy feeling up my shin and I slammed my door and turned on all the lights. I thought I saw light moving underneath my door and spent a terrified, sleepless night.

I felt ready to let the mystery go. The next morning, my leg throbbed, and I had things to do besides worry about Aliver all the time. We were both adults. He could take care of himself, certainly. It shames me to admit how rattled I was.

Aliver must have complained about the hinge because it stopped squeaking, but I knew he was leaving his room at the same hour every night. I’d gotten into the habit of listening for his footfalls. I couldn’t sleep until I’d heard them go by, and then the door close—and then some Thing whispering by the crack between my door and floor, a Darkness pressing against it which I always took as the beginning of an unsettling dream.

Do you ever just need to know? Need, not want. The need drives you forward and you can’t seem to rein yourself in? I never could stop myself from asking questions, and even though I was frightened away for a few nights, I couldn’t leave the mystery. Not when Aliver refused his favorite dishes and was careless with everybody’s feelings. 

So came the night I stationed myself beside a wall hanging, the one depicting a bridal quest in a silver and gold wood. Behind the hanging was a bit of dust and a lot of cold stone. I couldn’t stop imagining little shivers of movement in the dark and my shoulder went numb. They say that people’s eyes adjust to the absence of light, but what about their hearts, if their hearts are cowardly like mine? 

That’s the sort of thought I was having when Aliver finally opened his door. A finger of light unfurled across the hall, only to be swallowed by his shadow. His hand on the light-switch finished the light off. I barely got behind the hanging in time.

His footsteps came nearer and, without pausing at my hiding place, turned leftward.

This is the point where I restrain my tour guide inclinations, but only a little. Left is the Big Stair, which spills toward the Twin Little Stairs and the Hidden Stair. The Hidden Stair is on the second level of the Left Twin behind a short archway and a walnut door. Its iron handle is shaped like a swan with wings outstretched—as if it were beating back an enemy, about to take flight, or (most likely in my experience) attacking a child at a picnic. 

Aliver went down the Big Stair and I crept after. I was very conscious of his open door but refused to look at it. Tonight I would not be frightened away.

I missed my brother.

He was waiting for me where the Big Stair ends and the Twins begin, arms folded over his chest and mouth a paper-cut line. That portion of the stair is always lit electrically and there is nothing but glass overhead, so I could clearly see the sarcastic way he had an eyebrow raised—like a thorn on a flower stem you’ve just circled your fingers around, the one that cuts you.

“Aliver. You’re awake?” I tried for a tone of convincing surprise.

He raised the other eyebrow. The flower had two thorns. “No. I’m sleeping as we speak. Can you guess what I’m dreaming?”

“Um, no.”

“Good.” His tone was even more discouraging than it had been before. “Because it’s none of your business what I’m dreaming, any more than it’s your business where I’m going. Why are you following me, Ravenna?”

“Don’t be vain, Aliver,” I said, sounding really very scornful. “I’m not following you, I’m—”

“You shouldn’t lie.” He measured out each syllable. “If you must lie, do it with your shoulders back and your back straight.”

I thought the best course of action was to brazen through. My eyes went all bright and hopeful.

“Can’t sleep? I can’t either. Where are you going, since you mentioned it?”

He didn’t immediately answer and I began to think he wasn’t going to, until he huffed with impatience, just like a cat that has had enough of your human inattention. 

“For a breath of fresh air. Alone.” He frowned. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“I’m trying to see if your shoulders are back and your back is straight.”

He would have laughed before. This Aliver shook his head and said something that cut me to the bone. “I’m beginning to believe it prudent to revisit your marriage tasks. They could be too difficult for any suitor and that wouldn’t be fair. Even grandmother’s tasks could be overcome.” 

There is a law that our suitors must complete three marriage tasks, which are set by the family head, and we cannot refuse the first to complete all three. It is an archaic tradition, but in such traditions we are bordered by every day of our lives. Some Law-minded flower in the family tree had discovered that there was nothing that said the tasks couldn’t be changed after they were set, as long as no one was in the middle of attempting to complete one, and so we get by. My tasks were presently very difficult, daresay impossible, because I have no wish to ever marry. 

Never mind that he sounded weary under the sharp edge. Such a suggestion was meant to wound, and it wounded. Aliver might have said more, he might even have apologized, but I couldn’t rally my attention until he turned to go.

“Don’t follow me,” he said, instead of goodnight.

“I wasn’t. You are not that interesting. But I very likely could. What if we made a bet about it? And as a special favor, I will ignore your bad joke.”

He never refused a bet. Not once in the nineteen years I’ve known him. He might have in the three years before I was born, but I suspect his nanny got him to eat peas by betting him he wouldn’t. Aliver once bet his best friend he could walk backwards for three days without bumping into anything. The bet was over quickly, but that’s only because the dogs didn’t know Aliver was betting. 

The president of our National Bank bet Aliver he couldn’t find fault in their records or flaw in their security. The president didn’t mean to bet Aliver, he was practicing his word play, unctuous in his assertion that the National Bank was like a fine jeweler, cutting away imperfections, presenting a flawless work of art. Five months later, Aliver returned with a smile, ledgers of research, and a suggestion for an improvement. He’d found a crack. Even the president had to admit so.

After the first lady Aliver kissed decided she didn’t like him, Aliver moped until his best friend bet he couldn’t charm this fierce little fox which had somehow become lost in the Keep and was attacking cushions and boots and driving the dogs mad. I remember him with the fox tucked away in his shirt, the smug hook of his smile. How he let the fox go, and let me come with him to watch it go free under the stars.

After reading the journals of our great-great-grandmother, Aliver’s namesake, I bet Aliver he couldn’t eat a raw wolf heart and wash it down with three bottles of nettle wine. Alivera had done that on her first night as Queen, right before she went on to conquer five kingdoms and give our nation’s name to the whole peninsula. Aliver thought that too easy; he bet himself he could devour three raw wolf hearts and drink seven bottles of nettle wine. 

He was so sick we thought he was dying, but he didn’t die, and he venged himself on me by pretending for the next week to be turning into a wolf.

He licked and smacked his lips whenever our eyes met. When he saw the moon he howled and cocked his head like an animal. He gazed upward with fixed and glassy eyes, ignoring everything until he’d suddenly shake himself and re-engage in conversation as if nothing strange happened. He even changed the way he walked to be more wolfish, slinkstery, loping. At dinner, he panted and bared his teeth at the servers. He asked for his meat bloody. He ate it, looking at people meaningfully. 

I was terrified.

Unfortunately for Aliver, and indeed for us all, this was the same week a diplomatic delegation from Forestwine visited, which really was having lycanthrope problems. Lord Gervase wanted to burn Aliver alive, or at least brand his palm with a silver pentagram and rub salt on his tongue to see whether he was infected. When Aliver kissed Lord Gervase’s daughter’s hand and happened to graze her skin with his teeth, Lord Gervase called for a musket and pulled a silver knife from his boot.

It was very awkward, not least because we were half-afraid Aliver really was turning into a wolf and weren’t certain we should be defending him. There have been rumors about great great grandmother. I fled the scene and made a fort out of my books to cry in, which I was far too old to do, and Aliver came to apologize.

He gave me a wolf carved out of ice and said we could melt it down together if I was still frightened. Aliver had carved the ice-wolf himself. He is good at carving things, whether out of bone or wood or ice or stone or apples. He liked to say that he’d rather carve a fox out of ice than a victory out of flesh. It drove grandmother mad; she was the one who convinced our parents to name Aliver after Alivera.

When Aliver’s best friend was killed by an arrow it was sad for everybody, but Aliver didn’t cry. He bet himself a new circlet he could walk barefoot on the snow from one end of the city to the other. He almost lost a toe and I never saw him wear that circlet. If he had lost a toe the law would have kept him from becoming king. Our parents were furious and so was the Cabinet of Lords and Ladies but what I remember most is how pale he looked. As if winter were using him up, as if he were the wolf carved out of ice and set in a hot bath.

He was that sort of pale now as he stared at me.

I tried to sound enticing, but it was not my best work. “I bet you that I can—”

“No. I wasn’t joking.” He fiddled with a button on his wrist. He was dressed nicely; I hadn’t noticed that before, but the rust coat was velvet and his trousers fine gray with black stitchery, a silver pin depicting corn at his collar and a feather curling out from underneath it. “Good night, Ravenna,” he said. 

“Aliver, you can’t—”

He waved me away with his left hand, apologized curtly for being poor company (Aliver always thinks he is excellent company, even when he is not), and continued down the Left Twin.

So did I. It would have proved I was following him if I turned around just because he caught me. I had nowhere to go but once I reached the ground level—he was waiting for me, ready with a sardonic bow and a faint smile—I swept him an equally sardonic bow and headed for the door. Then I paused as if remembering something very important. I turned back to the stairs (he was still standing at the bottom) and sailed back up as la dee da as possible. 

I thought that was it for the night, I’d have to try again another, but in the hall I couldn’t avoid looking at my brother’s door. 

Closed. A seam of darkness under the door, darker than the one under mine. My calf burned in memory.

My skin crawled, and I whipped around, running back downstairs. I tried to guess which way he might have taken. I chose the Hidden Stair because he was dressed so finely and I knew there was nothing going on in the castle that night; the Hidden Stair let out into the gardens, near the labyrinth. 

There was no Aliver, but the new green glass gate hung open at its hinges.

The gardeners are very protective of the green glass gate, for it is a treasure that shines like a sea-jewel when the morning light falls on it. And besides, they’d lost the last gate, which had been of good (if slightly rusty) iron and had creaked admission to the Labyrinth of the Three Fairy Ladies for over a century. Aliver said that the new gate made a sound when he touched it like a silver bell chiming in a drowned city and I have never seen the Head Gardener so pleased.

“Would that we could go there, eh, Gardener?” 

Aliver had smiled, but this was after the Arrow Incident, so it was a sad smile. The Head Gardener had been much moved and said, “To make a study of such gardens would be a dream.”

The Three Fairy Ladies were rumored to have been seen by Alivera’s husband at the spring in the labyrinth’s center. The spring is old old old and the Archivist says it predates our family’s existence. He knows it because every now and then, during flood season, the spring will cough up an old artifact, and that old artifact will be taken to the museum. It was on the instruction of the Fairy Ladies that Alivera’s husband built the labyrinth, the better to beautify our grounds or bring tourists to the nation. Alivera was a conqueress, but her husband was a mad artist and he died while writing the schematics for an invention (on his lover’s back!) that went on to become the modern piano. We make the best pianos in the world. My mother’s marriage task was to tune the piano built by Alivera’s son, great grandfather King Ludvec. Many are said to have died attempting to do so, and it is the originator of at least one ghost.

At first glance, the Labyrinth of the Three Fairy Ladies looks like a hedge maze. It has high walls, leaf and stone, root and wood, thorn and blossom all coaxed into a contemplative line and no way to see it unless one was in the Keep and in one of the upper-floors. Quite a number of tourists are thoroughly disappointed to discover there is only one possible path to follow. They come hoping to get romantically lost. If Aliver did go into the labyrinth to meet someone, the labyrinth’s path would take him to the spring at its heart. Knowing there was only one path to follow did not, alas, preserve me from bumping into corners and being brought up suddenly by statues, and I was quite scratched up by the time I reached the center, which is where I did catch up with Aliver.

The spring was rich with a surfeit of starlight and the whole clearing bathed in a milky glow. The dark seemed darker and the light brighter. Night had taken away color, but there was a beauty in silvered dark. I was the drabbest thing in that clearing, with my moth-colored sneaking clothes, chosen for their ambivalent occupation—I might wear them in a coffee house, at the opera, or at council, and go unremarked. I might wear them for tromping, and it would only be a little strange.

Aliver walked into the spring without even taking off his boots.

He kept walking until his shoulders were submerged. The water eddied around him; it was bright, as if he had a star cupped in his hand, and I thought maybe he had a light. There seemed to be a mist coming off the water as if it were warm enough for clouds of steam to roil back. 

I watched his head disappear beneath the eerily bright water.

I watched as he didn’t come back up for air.

I waited. He must resurface now, I thought, and then with more fervor, now. 

I hurried to the edge of the spring and plunged my hands into the water. It was not warm; it was cold enough to send an ache up my arms, make me grit my teeth in an unladylike fashion. I flailed about hoping to connect with Aliver’s coat or his shoulder, but all I felt was water, so I adjusted my grip on the edge and reached deeper. I knew the spring was quite deep, numerous nannies and elderly relatives had made a particular point of telling me so, and it had a strong hidden current which could have swept Aliver away—could even now be taking him somewhere far, somewhere we’d never find. It felt as though there wasn’t much time but I kept a cool head. I shimmied out of my sneaking coat, tied the end of it to my ankle and one of its arms to a stone. The precaution turned out to be unnecessary, but I think it is important that you know what a care I took—that if Aliver were swept away by the current, I wasn’t so panicked that it would take me too without a fight. 

I sucked in a deep breath and stuck my whole head underwater. There I opened my eyes, expecting murk and an Aliver with a foot stuck under a stone. 

What I saw was a steep stair the same granite as the spring’s lip and a white road. All illumined, all twilight-bright through a green haze. I saw an apple grove and a stable. I pulled my head from the water, gasping. Obviously, a road and a stable and so on beneath the spring was an impossibility, but when I again stuck my head and opened my eyes beneath the water nothing had changed. 

I checked twenty times or so before I decided to copy Aliver. After all, I knew people who had gone into other worlds before and come back dandy as a feather. I untethered myself, and—pulling on my coat to give myself something less ridiculous to focus on—walked straight into the spring.

La dee da.

After the first five steps or so, it was like walking down any old stairway in any old building. I confess that I flinched at each step, prepared to suddenly find myself drowning. I marveled that I never did. Halfway down a handrail appeared, green glass and smooth. I gripped it hard but didn’t really need it. My clothes billowed around me, and my hair, but both ceased moving when I reached the apple grove.

There I took the shallowest sip of air and found I could breathe.

The apple grove was in blossom. The blossoms were the color of dawn-light, all rosy and sweet, and I yearned to make a crown of them. Before my yearning could distract me too much, I turned away from the stair then whirled around and went “Ha!” As if I would catch the stair gingerly lifting itself up, abandoning me to the world under the Fairy Ladies’ spring. It did no such thing, but from the apple grove the view up was so strange: a stair leading up into a watery fog, a green haze.

The stable door opened and out came the stable master. He was dressed plainly in kitchen-pot blue and had the body of a cook but the head of a rat, which is cute in proper proportion but human-sized was grotesque and frightening. It wasn’t a mask; his whiskers twitched at me, and his nose, and he seemed taken aback by my presence. 

“I will take a horse,” I told the rat-headed man, loftily. He held his hands up and shook his head.

I repeated myself, although not as confidently. “I will take a horse? Never fear, Master of the Stables. I will bring it back. But I wish to go riding. Now.”

I didn’t believe he could speak, or at least if he could it wasn’t in a language I would understand. Now that I know more, I think he could speak, but chose not to. He just shook his rat head, whiskers bristled out and teeth a little bared, and gestured toward the stable as if showing me something I was too, too stupid to see. I began to cry.

“Listen, Sir Stable-rat,” I said, around copious amounts of snot and tears. “If you have some other mode of transportation I will take that, but I need to take something, because I need to find my brother. He came this way. He had to have. Did you see him pass? He came down the stairs too. He has very black hair and—”

The rat-headed man spat on the ground. When he turned his back on me, I saw he did not possess a tail. He slammed the door of the stable’s office, took a pipe from his coat, and proceeded to smoke it furiously. When he saw me staring through the window, he turned his back again.

● ● ●

III. In Which I Am Too Brave (And There Are Consequences)

I took one of the horses, a pretty little mare with a splash of gold on her forehead and again on her flank. She was already saddled and ready, as were all the horses in that stable. Evidently, a great company was expected, but I am a princess and would pay later for the inconvenience. The mare balked at being lead out without her match, a stallion entirely gold except for a white stippling along his neck. The stallion stamped his hooves as she was lead away and pressed his chest against the stable door. The door rattled in its frame. Once I was astride, the mare calmed enough that I could guide her to the road. It went in one direction if one did not count the stairs up into the spring and I hoped Aliver hadn’t too great a head start on me.

Trees in blossom turned to trees in fruit, apples red as a gory remainder. I was not tempted by them as I’d been by the flowers; they had a carrion smell and a sticky look. The weather was temperate and the mare sweet enough to keep a steady pace while I used both hands to wring out my hair. My clothes were, somehow, merely damp.

The road left the orchard for a forest. The air smelled of heath and musk and spice and cinnamon and rot. The light was ruddy as torchlight but no fire to be felt or seen, only imagined in how a-blaze the foliage was. Leaves fell there in scattered bursts of ember-spray, but drifted so slow it was as if they would never quite reach the ground. I was disconcerted and caught a leaf between my palms, careful ’lest it actually singe me. But in my hands it was what any leaf might be in autumn—dry as a rattle, ready to crumble. When I dropped it, it fluttered as it should always have done, winking pale gold and dark honey round and round until it met its friends on the side of the road. 

It clinked. The mare’s hooves chimed on the leaf carpet. We sounded as if we were rifling a cutlery drawer. I dismounted—I was so curious—and picked up the same leaf. It was turned to true gold, the kind of leaf that monks would press into a god’s portrait. I tucked the leaf into my pocket and rode on.

The road left the autumn forest for a silver-white wood where every tree was in bloom and there was a smell of brine and metal. There the flowers were pearly with life and wore the inviting black of tarnish where they weren’t iridescent in purples and greens. In stark contrast the branches of those trees were moon-white or bone-silver, as pale as frost and almost luminous. Nothing fell. I had the feeling nothing ever fell and not one petal ever lost its luster. 

I gaped like a fool in the silver wood, but I kept my hands to myself. It felt hungry there, and the stillness too attentive. 

The road split at a crossroads and I let the mare have her head and choose our way. We passed a gallows. I’d only seen gallows in nasty pictures before; they weren’t allowed in my nation on account of history. This one was constructed from driftwood and bone—human bones, I was guessing, as I stared in repulsion and fascination both. I tried to ignore the figure hanging from the pole after I’d ascertained it did not have hair as black as pitch and a rust doublet and, anyway, was much too tattered and weathered and picked clean of anything resembling life to be Aliver. 

A shadow solidified into a raven, which caawed my name as we passed. My bladder made its presence known with a sharp squirt of treachery. The raven leered on the gallows’ pole like an executioner in a ballad, the kind who makes unseemly deals regarding virtue lost.

“Did you speak?” I said, drawing the mare up short. “Did you say my name?”

It picked at a knot of rope tied there, then caawed again. 

It was my name.

I straightened my back and shoulders and urged the mare to greater speed. The raven followed for a short while.

We reached a vast lake. There the air was the deep blue of late evening after the sun has gone but before the world has forgotten it. The lake reflected the evening and the palace floating at its center as lightly as one of those long-legged insects which walk on water. The mare stopped when the road stopped and I wondered how to get to the palace. 

The mare wouldn’t walk into the lake so I presumed I probably shouldn’t either.

People who claim to encounter ghosts in the Keep generally begin by describing a scraped-thin and verge-of-tearing sensation in the air. Some claim they know things they couldn’t or feel emotions that aren’t theirs. Looking at the lake was like that. I was glad it was evening here. A lake so perfectly still would be clear down to its bottom in daylight and I didn’t want to see what might be beneath its surface. I felt certain I knew the lake was fashioned by a fairy silversmith; that the silversmith had been killed so no other lake would ever be so perfectly clear and smooth; that the fairy silvermith had had masterpieces yet to create; that the weight of their absence haunted the lake. I could imagine it inspiring envy and passion and the spilling of blood. I could taste blood in my mouth. 

That is when the silence began to really bother me. It wasn’t right—there should have been a clamor about. I felt as if I’d just been hearing it, noise of some great company camped all around, but instead there was nobody and nothing. It was the same unexpected discomfort as trying to speak naturally in the morning, but there’s still a frog in your throat so your voice doesn’t come out at all. Twice I felt as if someone was about to grab me and I turned.

I think I could have sat there on the mare for a long time, but I thought of Aliver, and forced my attention across the lake. 

The Fairy Palace on the water was dark, but glittered attractively against the evening. 

Behind the Fairy Palace was the largest and most improbable waterfall I have ever seen. I don’t know how the lake’s surface took no notice of it when the Fairy Palace itself was drenched by the white froth. Towers and domes, flying buttresses and circular windows, all disappeared into that soft mist. Glowing lamps shone forth fragmenting into green rainbows. Perhaps the waterfall was actually quite distant and my sense of perspective flattened everything, but mist from it obscured the far lakeshore. Under the dull basso profundo roar of the falls, I thought I heard music. It seemed lively. 

I reminded myself I’d met a person with a rat’s head keeping a stable under the spring in our labyrinth and shouldn’t expect things here to conform to my expectations. 

I waited. Have you noticed things don’t happen when you wait for them?

Eventually, I urged the mare as close to the water as she would get, intending what I did not know. As we approached the water’s edge, it parted as if it were silk sheared open by a pair of sewing scissors. Through the part rose a narrow and most untrustworthy-in-appearance bridge. It was narrow and slippery and sleek and uneven. A narrow little house was built into the bridge’s first arch and a man and woman opened its green door and came to greet me. Each had the head and elongated neck of a swan. 

They did not turn their backs on me as the rat-headed man did, but tried to take the mare’s reins. With a pang, I gave them up and dismounted. The man helped me. His hand was human, but along the bone ridge of his forearm I saw a line of feathers. There might have been more under his shirt.

“Before I go in, oh I know this is too too silly,” I said, in what I hoped was a confiding manner. “But please say you can remind me how to pronounce my host’s family name?”

I think the swan-headed couple was confused. I have never seen a swan’s head look anything but vapidly menacing, but their body language was hesitant.

“No matter,” I said, when they said nothing at all.

As I crossed the bridge, I was plagued by imagining it plunging suddenly and how, if that happened, I might not die but be kept forever, the lake a perfect fairy-smithed curio cabinet door. But the bridge did not suddenly plunge down, and servants with bushes—branch and leaf, topiary tightly managed—for heads opened the palace’s doors and let me into a ball.

All balls have certain similarities. There’s always someone who looks as if they’d rather be anywhere else than with the person who has them cornered. There’s always someone who has lost a glove or a wallet or a ring or a dance card. There’s always someone laughing too loud, either from nervousness or too much drink or because they will be damned if somebody else flirts with more aplomb than they.

The fairy ball had these, although I took note of other differences. A wet, coppery smell; a table in the center of the room with nothing set on it and the dancers avoiding it; how the water from the mist condensed into dew droplets shining crystal snail-trails of verdigris greening down pillars and over statues and balconies, foliate, everything foliate. I touched a wall and my palm came away wet. I’ve never seen such architecture outside a storybook’s illustrations. The ceilings were taller than a streak of lightning. A third of the guests were inhuman—or part-human part-animal or part-plant; another third went about with their eyes closed, as if blind or sleepwalking. The final third seemed to be human, but human in a tugging sort of way. They weren’t necessarily beautiful, but they were difficult not to look at. 

I was feeling out of my depth and wishing I hadn’t been so hasty in following Aliver into the fountain. That I’d at least gone and woken Aunt Una, whose depth this very much seemed to be. Una might even have known the name of this underworld. She might have visited it herself.

A woman swooped down on me as I edged along the wall; I never heard her coming. She wore a black justacorps sewn with pearls, tiny translucent snail shells, and little mushrooms—actual, living mushrooms!—along the pocket edges. She asked me something, but I didn’t hear. I couldn’t stop staring at her face. It never moved when she spoke, as if it were dead—but oh, it looked so alive! I could touch it and it would give! I was fascinated. 

And then it whisked down, and I realized that the woman’s human face with its pretty bow lips was a mask on a stick, and the woman’s true face was an owl’s. 

She repeated, “Have you seen my glove? I was sitting here,” and gestured to a cushioned bench I’d been about to stumble over.

“Um, I have not,” I said, with what I’m afraid is my typical level of cleverness when taken very off guard at a ball. “What does it look like?”

“It has four tubes for my fingers and one tube for my thumb. Like this.” The woman held up her still-gloved hand.

“I will keep an eye out for it,” I said, sympathetically, but also in a firm conversation-ending way. 

Instead of moving on, she tilted her head and moved the short hook of her beak back and forth. Having come to a decision, she leaned closer. I was at eye-level to the little bone broach pinned in the lace at her throat. The bones were mice: sleepy mice encircling another rodent skull, its eyes rubies. I moved back away from her and found myself sitting abruptly on the bench. She continued to lean over me.

“You’re not a sleeper. Who is your patron?”

“He has dark hair to about here,” I said, vaguely, “and a coat. Longish. Very much the mode. Shoes. With good soles. For dancing. He dances. This is a ball where we dance.”

“I wish that you will dance with me,” the woman said, after considering my description. She whisked the human-woman mask over her owl-face again, but I could see the glow of her golden eyes through the eyeholes. She held out her ungloved hand.

“I—I can’t,” I said, rather desperately.

“It is a ball. Where we dance.” The human-woman mask stared at me.

I scooted along the bench and stood, brushing off my trousers. The bench I kept between us, but she turned her head to follow my movement. 

“It is a ball, buuut . . . I swore an oath,” I said, because Aunt Una had told me that fairy creatures were creatures of law, even more so than the Cabinet of Lords and Ladies, and they loved oaths and would abide by them even when it wasn’t in their interest to do so. “I cannot dance yet; ask me no more, or I will be forsworn.”

“If you bleed, you bleed like prey,” she then said to me. She had eased back after I mentioned an oath; her tone of voice was observational rather than menacing. Even so, I felt a keen desire to distract her with something—anything—else.

“Is that your glove over there? With those gentlemen?”

‘Those gentlemen’ were a pair of bush-headed people dressed in the manner of a mid-rank soldier, albeit from fifty years ago. Their necks erupted into towering, improbable snarls of goldenrod. There were bees nosing around some of the flowers, and it was lovely, if one did not look too hard for a face inside the botanical. One was smacking his palm with a glove.

The woman abandoned me immediately, bearing through the crowd with singular purpose.

I hastily removed myself to another location, almost knocking into a vaguely familiar woman, plain but with sharp eyes, who stared after me. I willed myself to find my brother quickly. 

And then, there he was.

I almost didn’t recognize him. He was smiling at someone, eyes gone mellow in a way I’d nearly forgotten. His forehead was smooth instead of marked by irritation. His companion was wearing something that glittered and was one of the most tugging to look at. I took an awkward little step towards them but she grabbed his hand and swept him into the dance. He never looked in my direction.

The last thing I wanted to do was dance, especially in case the owl-woman saw and asked how my oath had been concluded so quickly, and so I lurked. I am quite good at lurking at balls. The key is to be in constant motion, always on the periphery. I found a refreshment table and lurked there, but touched none of the food. I found a table with a game of cards and lurked there until the players made noises as if I should join them. The cards they used looked nothing like any deck I have ever seen. I lurked beside a little silver bear who I mistook for a statue at first, until she asked me for the name of a color. 

“You have forgotten the word?” I said, cautiously.

“I came here to get the name of a color. I want the name of the color of your hair; you will give it to me, then I will have it,” she replied, frowning.

“Will I forget the word?” I tried to keep my voice light, but think perhaps a wee bit of how unsettled I felt crept through. The silver bear seemed to loom.

“I cannot remember the name; give it to me.” 

There was a rumbly kind of imperative in the request and a darkness to her eyes. My calf throbbed. The darkness in her eyes became fibrous, matched by darkness leaking from her mouth. 

“I couldn’t say,” I told her, and moved on. 

The dancers never rested. The music grew wilder and lovelier and more like a sparkling display of mysterious objects translated to sound and given a heart. Candles burned down and were replaced. Musicians with their eyes shut tightly were replaced, their bloody fingers painted in salve and wrapped carefully in fabric. 

And Aliver whirled with the glittering woman. He didn’t seem to grow tired any more than the other guests did. If I hadn’t been in such a panic I would have been very bored.

To keep my mind alert and my attention on course, I began to plan what I would do next. Some people become overwhelmed by the future, I know, but I am the opposite. My penpal Erdyth has said she thinks my mode of planning for the future is a steadying influence on me, perhaps my interest in history. Ever since a tutor drew the idea to my attention, it has seemed to me that one has time to plan the accomplishment of even the most elaborate goals when one considers the scope of history. 

I like lists. They make me feel calm and in control.

First, I would follow Aliver home. At breakfast, I would tell him just because he spent all his nights dancing in a secret fairyland, that was no reason to behave as he was behaving. He would say, ‘Ravenna, I don’t know what you mean,’ and I would say, ‘Aliver, you really must give me more credit. I know we didn’t bet but if we had I would be the winner, even father couldn’t contest that, because I followed you and if that creepsome shivery enchanting world makes you happy, I am happy for you. Because, Imaginary Breakfast Aliver, I miss you. I miss you so much and so does everyone else. Surely, we can work out a schedule wherein you follow your heart without taking your lack of sleep out on those who here-to-fore had adored and supported you.’

The imaginary conversation dissolved when the scream began. The scream crawled under my skin and scratched at my bones and went on and on. I sometimes think I still hear the echo of it. The dancers barely slowed, but the other guests began to chatter in that hushed expectant way of a crowd that already knows what manner of surprise is for it.

There came a hand hard on my elbow and a voice like a chip of light on black glass in my ear. 

“Careful, now.”

I batted at the hand and turned toward the voice.

It belonged to a young man, black hair oiled in antiquated waves, wearing the face of a raven. Beneath the raven’s long beak was a pillowy mouth and an anticipatory smile. Had he taken the face from a man with a raven’s head, like the swan-headed gatekeepers, and placed it atop his own? Was that blood cooling between the feathers, crusting at the edges of his skin?

“Do you like my mask?” he said, cheerfully. “My sister has its match. You wouldn’t believe the trouble they took to get. The previous owner did not want to give them up. This is your first ball thrown by Princess Kiss-While-the-Melancholy-Evening-Silvers, isn’t it? You must choose a more judicious vantage point. And if you return, don’t forget your own mask. Do you not own one yet? Have you considered weasel or ermine—something in its winter coat?”

Without waiting for response, he steered me forcibly toward a pillar. 

The scream took on a shredded quality, but the edges still cut. My throat was raw listening to it.

He looked at me so expectantly I stopped looking wildly about and gathered up my dignity.

“Your mask is atrocious; I suspect it suits you very well,” I said. Then, more pleading than I’d like to remember, “Let go my arm and tell me what is that sound?”

He did release my arm, placing a finger against the tip of his beak. Then he pointed.

I saw the unicorn. 

At least, I think it was a unicorn. It was as small as a doe, bright as light on water, and wounded. Sometimes as it fled through the crowd it stumbled and seemed to have the shape of a man. Mostly it ran on four hooves. Wherever it went, the unicorn left behind silver liquid, viscous as honey. Its belly was open and ropes of something hung toward the ground. The something seemed very much as if it shouldn’t hang like that. The guests applauded when it fell against somebody’s legs, tangled its horn in a sword hanging from a belt or in a cluster of ribbons dripping from a wrist, whenever it seemed to look for help. They laughed politely, as if this were a common game, and sometimes with real delight. 

Coming up on the unicorn’s trail were six men, each handsome, all repugnant. Two held bows ready, arrows notched. I looked to see my brother’s expression but could only find the back of his head. His hands were raised and still, mid-clap. The other four had clubs and silver-bloody hands. One wore a crown of candles burning, tallow in rivulets down his earlobes, his earrings, his jaw and his neat-trimmed beard; another, a stag’s crown, antlers thrusting from his forehead, moss dripping like lace from the tines. Another had an eagle on a leash, which seized one guest’s wig and dropped it on another’s head, to general amusement.

The guests pressed close but from my vantage I saw it all. 

How the unicorn collapsed at last and did not move except to breathe and roll its head. How one guest threw up her skirts and pretended to ride the horn. How an old man with a sketchpad came forward to do a hurried sketch, dipping his charcoal into the silvery blood after. I saw him kiss it and lick his lips.

The hunters with their bows, their notched arrows, approached it from two sides. I waited for Aliver to say something; he was right there. There was silver on his shoes. They shot the unicorn. Its sides had not stopped heaving when their knives flashed and they began to carve steaks from its flanks. The glittering woman raised a hand and closed her fingers into a fist. Her fist conjured silence—all ceased chattering, squawking, growling, tumbling, clapping. I would have spoken but I didn’t so it doesn’t matter saying so. I knew if I opened my mouth I would vomit.

Then, in the perfect silence, which was a perfect stage, the glittering woman fed Aliver a sliver of unicorn meat with her own fingers.

I threw up on Ravenmask’s shoes. They were fine shoes before I vomited on them: blue velvet with silver tassels shaped like foxgloves and fastened in place by bird talons. The vomit’s yellow did not set them off. Ravenmask was moved to say, “Ugh!” But he held my hair back.

“Does he think it is cake?” I whispered. “Like thinking leaves are gold?”

“Unlikely,” Ravenmask whispered back. “Unless you hunt cakes in the world above. Who invited you here, darling? You’re so springy.”

The glittering woman called for a cup. An appreciative murmur went through the room. Peals of laughter, scattered bursts of applause.

“I'll pay for your shoes. When does this end?” I asked.

“After the Dead Lord in Waiting toasts the dance. You couldn't afford my shoes. My sister—”

I stopped listening because the hunters were hauling the unicorn onto a table—it shrieked, desperately; it was still alive—and one was pressing a cup into the glittering woman’s hand. The cup was green glass like the garden’s gate and it caught light from her. Aliver grinned. The last time I saw Aliver grin like that was at the turn of the year, before his best friend died, before he’d gone cold and secretive and stopped liking us.

He took off his shirt. There was a scar on his chest. The woman stroked it and I—did I start forward? I want to think I did. I need to think I did. I believe Ravenmask held me back but I’m not sure. I am a coward. I am a coward. Nobody so much as glanced towards me except a plain woman with sharp eyes, the one I almost knocked over earlier who seemed so familiar. Everybody else was intent and happy, licking their chops like cats at feeding time, except perhaps the hunters, who stood blank as a cracked bone.

They opened my brother’s chest and cut out a piece of his heart. He did not, contrary to my expectations, die. Instead, he dropped the meat into the green glass cup and it was bloody and disgusting. He toasted the company and they all drank from the same cup. It never ran dry.

● ● ●

IV. In Which I Make A Deal

The green glass cup was coming my way. I was determined to avoid it and I flattened myself behind a pillar. There was an abundance of pillars. Spitefully (and unfairly), I thought it was so the whole preening malice of fairy creatures could pose for one another. Ravenmask stayed beside me, though he followed the cup with his eyes. I think he wanted it badly but was, for reasons of his own, unwilling to take it while I was there. I was grateful for that.

“He’s enchanted,” I said. I saw the cup again, and moved along the periphery. The guests who’d already taken of the cup were entangled with one another if they were not gazing upward, a hand pressed over their hearts or touching delicately their lips, beaks, teeth, masks, flowers. 

“He knows what he does.” Ravenmask scratched his jawbone beneath the feathers and a long flake of dried blood came off under his nail. He ate it. “Did you come by the fountain or the fen?”

“Pardon me?” I said. There were less people between myself and Aliver, but he still did not look in my direction. 

“The seed-pearl way or the gull’s, pet? I shouldn’t go by the green glass way were I a springy lass. The green glass way will make you rue your day.” He sounded as if he was trying to give me a hint and snorted, pleased with himself. “But I’ve become a Rhymer! My playwright will be jealous.”

“Your playwright?” I startled. The plain woman with the sharp eyes—she was somebody I knew! Or rather, somebody I had seen at the Yearturn Festival when she won a prize, best new playwright or maybe best new tragedy. “Evelisse Demorgen?”

“Mine insofar as I am her captive, her patron, and her friend when none other title applies. She could lure the moon down to hear her work. I know, for she has. And see, you know her name.”

He’d been a good sport about the shoes but I didn’t have time for a poetic digression. He reminded me of Aliver when he is being very Aliver, charming and sincere and full of poetry, and thinking about Aliver was hard to bear without looking at him, his chest still undone.

“Did she send you over to me?”

But while we had been distracted, the cup came to us, courtesy of the owl-faced woman in the black justacorps. She handed it to Ravenmask, nodding with solemn courtesy to us both. I suspect that she thought he was my patron. There were globs of silver unicorn blood on the side of her coat and she’d reclaimed a glove. It wasn’t the one the two goldenrod gentlemen had been playing with nor was it the match of the one she’d shown me first. 

He toasted her, and sipped, then handed the cup to a man with closed eyes, who toasted Ravenmask and sipped, then handed me the cup. I stared at the liquid, the shadow at the bottom of the cup, and then held it out. Somebody took it away from me.

“How do I help Aliver?”

“You don’t,” Ravenmask said. He was trying not to lick his lips. 

“I don’t now, but I will. Soon as we are home.”

The glittering woman closed Aliver’s chest with a finger and put it to her lips, and that seemed to signal an end to the ball. Clumps of guests unraveled, threading toward the doors. I stayed by the pillar. Ravenmask stayed by me. The hunters had hauled the unicorn onto the table in the middle of the ballroom. One hunter was carving up the unicorn, handing slivers of meat to those who paused to ask for it. The cup came back to Aliver and he held it up. It caught the light like a star.

“He helps himself,” Ravenmask said. “Listen, don’t try to leave again by the green glass way—that’s the way you came in, pet. And if you return, bring a mask!” 

He took my hand and pressed it close to his chest. Through his fine velvets he was as clammy as a rainy day. When he released my hand the crowd swept him immediately out of sight into a troop of well-heeled, well-coiffed guests.

My stomach was still wavery and so was I, but I refused to accept ‘you don’t’ or ‘he helps himself.’

I would save Aliver. He was doing a poor job of helping himself judging by tonight’s antics. I would talk to him back home at breakfast. I knew he came home. I would find Evelisse Demorgen and make her tell me everything about this underworld. Aunt Una would help, or the Archivist who’d catalogued so many objects from the spring. Perhaps I would jam Aliver’s door shut until I figured out a better way to keep him from returning here. I would go to the library and suggest to father the spring be paved over and a very heavy iron obelisk be erected in its place in honor of somebody. There’s always somebody who deserves an honor.

The glittering woman and Aliver were no longer standing where my eyes had left them, but I found the starlight gleam of her by a door. A brace of footmen handed coats and cloaks to departing guests. Near the starlight gleam was Aliver’s rust doublet and his black hair. And the owl-headed woman, looking around in the poised way that predatory birds have, where you just know they are ready to drop on whatever they see. I hoped it was not me and was not ready to confront Aliver yet so I hid in a convenient alcove. It was framed by two ornamental statues and beside a narrow window with a view of the bridge. From that vantage, I watched the guests leave two by two on steed or, eschewing the bridge altogether, in pearl-crested boats trailing water lilies and covered in blue lichen. These left no wake on the water. Occasionally, I allowed myself to be distracted by the statues; they were outside my realm of experience, one depicting a satyr disporting himself by himself, the other an almost too ornate statue of a woman with a rose for a head fondling a very protuberant flower.

Once I guessed most of the guests had gone, I descended with a most convincing yawn. Ravenmask told me not to leave by the green glass way, but I had no idea what he meant by that. I yawned all the way to the door, rubbing my eyes and behaving like somebody who had shoe polish for brains or too many drinks. At the door, I waited haughtily (and for quite a long while) until a youngish man with a hound’s head bounded over, panting in distress.

“My horse, please. I am tired and anxious to be on my way.”

The hound-man’s eyes were dolorous in that way some dogs have, as if the whole of them is tangled in the good they want to do you and they fear they have failed and there will never be another kind word. I was tempted to pet him and assure him that really, it was all right, he was a good boy.

Fabric rustled like leaf-fall.

“But why so swift away when you took such pains to come without invitation?”

The glittering woman did not menace from the shadows. Menacing was clearly beneath her. She regarded me with unblinking eyes and a smile like a scratch-poison needle, something delicate and lethal. A wasp’s stinger. I thought her a monster. I wanted nothing to do with her, but somehow I wanted her to like me at least as much as I wanted to slap her. I didn’t dare slap her.

“It was a singular event,” I said, which sounds polite but actually means nothing. Her smile grew not in size but in concentration of poison. I tasted bile and swallowed. Were they bringing my little mare? The twinkling lights at the back of the last escaping boat vanished into the changeless blue of the fairy evening. “You are familiar with my brother.”

“Yes. Walk with me, Ravenna.”

Up close, she didn’t glitter like stars. She glittered like dew on a spider’s web or a veil of raindrops on a wave of hair or a fall of wool. She took my arm companionably and drew me away from the Fairy Palace and onto a little meandering cliff-side path that circled it. She felt human. 

I’m afraid I gave the hound-headed man a dolorous look of my own.

“You know you should not have come,” she said. “You have not the right.”

I suppose it sounds as if I was lead, quite docile, by this woman. I am meek sometimes, and also a coward, and anyone like her was clearly deserving of my terror. Generally, I find it good policy to give people their just desserts, and I was terrified. However, I chose to ignore terror in favor of fury. The glittering woman lead me onward and I walked without protest at her side (since, after all, I’d been rather thoroughly caught, and what else was I to do?). While I burned with anger and tried to come up with something to say that would be so cruel and cutting she would be devastated, it was easier to be lead and not worry where I was going to put my feet. 

It was easier not to wonder what waited at the end of the cliff-side path. Whether it was worse for me that we were alone, away from her huntsmen, her retainers with flowering foxglove stalks and hound’s heads instead of human faces, all giddy on unicorn flesh. Whether Aliver would wonder about me.

“Why do you call my brother the Dead Lord in Waiting?”

“I do not call him that,” she replied, gently.

“But he is called that. I overheard.”

The glittering woman looked upward; I think if she actually had been more human, she would have sighed. 

“Do you not all wait to die, you people from above? That is what I have always seen.”

We must have been approaching the waterfall I’d seen from the lakeshore for the sound of water, drumming, became loud, unless that was the blood in my ears. Mist made everything clammy and cold and green but there were pale silver rainbows dancing around the glittering woman, half-submerged and subdued radiances attending a queen. 

“We d—Who told you so? You are very wrong. We do not all wait to die.” My fury was in my voice. I felt my words were stones; I wanted them to blind her. “We live, most of us, and wait to live again the next day. Or we wait for something good to . . . For something to happen. My brother Aliver is not waiting to die.”

“You are young,” the glittering woman said. I am always being told I am young, especially after expressing a conviction; it was almost a relief to be treated the same way by this frightening creature. “You are also not Aliver. What do you know of what he wants? Have you asked him?”

“I will ask him at our home,” I said, with dignity, my head held high. “As I will be on my way there, um, shortly. And so will he. I trust.”

A part in the falling mist, an easing as of tight laces undone, and there was the lake again—perfect and silver and flawless, and the waterfall somewhere—somehow—behind us now. The cliff walk turned another corner of the Fairy Palace and began to climb upward. 

The glittering woman stroked my arm and I felt the lake pull at me as it had when I first looked upon it. How it had been created so flawlessly by that unknown fairy silversmith, how that flawlessness had demanded secrecy, had demanded blood; still demanded it. 

The taste of metal-tarnish was once again in the back of my throat and I was glad the mist still rolled by the Fairy Palace’s isle and obscured our reflections. 

Still. I felt how our reflections were there and was oppressed by the feeling, as if they could be summoned by my thought. By my thought, they would crawl out of the lake and pour through the cliff’s shadow and into my own; then the taste of blood in my throat would be more than just a taste.

“A reflection or shadow summoned with a thought has no allegiance to what cast it,” the glittering woman said. “Sometimes quite the opposite."

“What did you say?” I said, sharply. I turned my head quickly and thought I saw my shadow settling back into my shape. 

She smiled at me. There was something pleased and heartless and mocking behind her expression; a secret joke, of which I was clearly the object, I’m not sure she meant me to see, although perhaps she didn’t care that I saw it.

“There is no need to wait so long,” she said, giving my arm a gentle squeeze.

And I saw Aliver on the cliff walk. He was gazing out across the lake with his hands clasped behind his back, his knee bent and one foot resting on a stone. His hair was damp in the mist and curling. My brother is not to be trusted and this place was certainly not to be trusted and the glittering woman, whatever she’d just done, was perhaps the most not to be trusted, but this was the first time, leaving aside the smiling I’d seen at the horrible ball, that I recognized in Aliver the inimitable himness that is Aliver at his most Aliver—a perfectly sincere player-king. 

“My Wolf heart,” the glittering woman said. 

Aliver turned. Recognition shivered through his expression like light on glass when he set his eyes on me, then blotted out as if somebody had overturned an inkpot. 

“Yes, Kiss?”

“Your Princess Ravenna wishes to ask you a question.”

He looked at me expectantly. His expression was forbidding, something about the eyebrows and the flare of his nostrils. This was my brother as he has been for the past three or so months, wasn’t it? All aloof and cold and impatient? I felt hope the sight of the old Aliver had kindled in me gutter out, replaced by fear. 

Which expression was the real one and what did I want to say to him?

“Are . . . ” I clasped my hands together. The physical pressure of finger against finger unknotted my tongue. All my nervous energy and effort went into the clasping. “Are you waiting to die? Is that what this whole thing is?”

He blinked. Once. Then he looked at the glittering woman with apology. My face went red.

“In a way, we all are waiting,” Aliver said. 

My brother, who would not wear the belt with the battle on it, who apologized so extravagantly to Forestwine that Lord Gervase commissioned a song about Aliver the Wolf Who Wasn’t A Wolf and it became a smash and Aliver replied by writing a proposal for the safe study of lycanthropy and agitating to fund that study. My brother, who liked to attend the hatching of kestrels, who made our niece giggle so hard she peed herself, who argued with father over the foundation of the Council of Patrons so there would always be money for Arts, who everybody loved because he was so full of living. My brother, who broke every arrow in the castle after his best friend died, except the one. The one he hung over his bed, in memory. My brother, who wouldn’t wait for anything except the perfect moment to spring a surprise. Who wasn’t to be trusted, but whose heart was always where it should be.

“You don’t really want to keep coming here, do you?” My voice dropped, shamefully. I was going to cry again. I wanted badly not to cry. “They opened your chest and took out your heart. It’s sorcery. It’s bad. You don’t really want this, do you?”

“I told you not to concern yourself with my dreams, Ravenna.” Aliver sounded exasperated. “Ask no more questions. I am satisfied. I am where I want to be.”

“You’re lying.” I turned to the glittering woman. She was watching Aliver. “He’s lying. Aliver would never say that, not ever. He’s never satisfied. He always wants to be somewhere else.”

“I am where I want to be,” Aliver repeated, but I ignored him.

“ ‘Always curious, never satisfied.’ Even when he’s happy, he’s not. He’s not waiting. You’re both lying. He’d never tell me to stop asking questions. Never.”

The glittering woman’s eyes glittered, but she turned to Aliver. 

“It looks, my lord, as if you have not given satisfaction.”

“Leave us alone, Kiss.”

Kiss—a ridiculous name!—did not want to leave us. Her face was very cold and her glittering very pronounced, but she said, “Not too long, my heart,” and went back down the cliff walk, holding her skirts up. I felt my heart stutter, and my hand made a fist, and my mouth went dry; how dare she call him that, so sweetly? A chain of jewels around her dainty ankle flashed in the evening. I will never see fireflies in the distance again without wondering.

Aliver turned to me. He looked and looked but I’d just accused him of lying so it was his turn to speak.

“I am partnering with this realm for the good of our own,” he finally said.

“Twaddle!” I was indignant. “They were eating your heart.”

“Yet I stand before you.”

“Because they’re magic. This whole place is magic. You can’t put me off, Aliver. They were eating your heart and you ate that unicorn alive.” I had to swallow bile again. “You ate it when . . . And they used arrows, Aliver. Arrows. You swore you’d never hunt again or participate in a hunt. But they used arrows just like—”

“I want you out of this.” It was as if his flesh remembered it was a living thing, not stone, so transformed was he by the passion in his voice. “I know. I know I’m changing, Rav, at home. I know it, I know I am different, and I need you to keep your nose out of it. Just leave me alone. I am bound by certain constraints. They exist. There is nothing I can do about them.”

“But you’re the heir—”

“I have made a bargain. I come and take part in their sports, I am their Corn King—”

“Aliver!” I shrieked. “Corn Kings die. Don’t you ever read a history book?”

“I know that,” he said, quietly. He did, too. I saw in his eyes how he knew it. How perhaps the glittering woman wasn’t absolutely wrong. I hated her more than anything in that moment, except, perhaps, Aliver. In that moment. “While I am their Corn King they give me . . . resources I need to . . . create on a certain level. Rav, remember the mad king’s library, wonder of the world? How we all went there, you and me and . . . ” He ran his hands over his chest, as if brushing something away. “And we were so moved, all of us?”

He waited until I said, grudgingly, “Yes.”

“That kind of genius doesn’t come without cost. I am paying the cost. I’m building a house by the sea and it will be a marvel.”

“I don’t see what cost you need to pay these peopl—creatures—people for your own ideas,” I said.

Aliver ignored me. “Perhaps it will be a school or a home for the arts, but I can see it now so clearly—” He stared off into the middle distance, and so full of longing. “It will last, Rav. It will last and be a ward against violence. It will be a torch.”

“A torch is no good without a light,” I said, through gritted teeth, but he did not seem to hear me.

He was wistful. “How good would it be for something we made to last? Years from now people will remember and drink it in and—” His tone changed. “More importantly, by making this deal I keep another from being taken in my stead. They’ve been taking our best artists for years.”

I wanted to scream. This was just like Aliver, grand gesture and all. I could imagine how he’d found this otherworld—well, no I couldn’t, but I could imagine just after he’d found this otherworld! How he’d met with the glittering woman and decided it was dangerous and he should offer himself up on a table instead of telling anyone.

“Don’t you see, this is the best I can do?” he said.

“We don’t need a marvel of the world. We already have interesting things and historical battlefields and a very nice shoreline and just about the loveliest fall anywhere. Besides, artists have created without feeding their hearts to a primpish parade of well-dressed monsters and murdering a unicorn for I dare say centuries! Just say you’ve changed your mind and stop coming here.”

He sighed at me. He dared to sigh at me!

I yelled at him. “We do need you! Who found those flaws in the bank’s security and put that man in his place? Who created the Council of Patrons? Who made friends of Forestwine? That wasn’t father or mother or anybody else! You’re good for so much more than—”

“It’s not that simple.”

“I didn’t say it was simple.”

“Nothing lasts, Rav.”

“So? Say you’ve changed your mind, Aliver.”

“I couldn’t if I wanted to.” I thought maybe he did want to. He was no longer looking at me but gazing down the cliff walk. “If I’ve learned one thing about them, it’s that our aunt is right. A promise here is far more immovable a bond than anything back home. Even the marriage tasks. They won’t refuse a bargain and will abide by it no matter the consequences. They live by contract and the letter of the law. There’s no escaping a deal, Rav. But that doesn’t need to be all an ill thing. I’ve been sad a long time about promises I can’t keep. Promises I’ll never get to keep.”

He still would not look at me, though I saw his eyes shift as if he were going to.

“I want one good thing to come of it. This way I feel.”

“Selfish,” I said. That’s when the glittering woman returned, while I was glaring at Aliver and more scared than I’d ever been.

But I was going to save him. I was going to win; not her. I wasn’t going to allow Aliver to erase himself in service of history when there was still so much for him to do. I stamped my foot before she could speak.

“Pardon me! Madame. Aliver has explained about the bargain he made with you. I accept your challenge to a duel for Aliver’s life and heart.”

“I challenged you, did I?” The glittering woman placed a hand on Aliver’s shoulder. I would have liked to snap her fingers off.

“Yes. By—well. You have challenged me by, um, being challenging and engaging my own blood in what is a conflicting office to the office of Heir Apparent. So I am going to choose the time and location of our duel according to the laws of my people. Which should really have precedence even if we are in your nation, because Aliver is the heir so his body is actually a piece of our nation according to the law—he’s the soil, you know. You do know, I can tell. So.”

She did not argue with me. “So?” she prompted. 

Aliver covered his eyes with his hand. I thoroughly ignored him. I was surprised enough to find I was getting my way with this haphazard challenge and didn’t want to take my eyes off the glittering woman, ‘lest she try another trick like whatever she’d done earlier just before Aliver came into view.

“Yes. So. The time will be tomorrow at noon. The location will be at the spring in the Labyrinth of the Three Fairy Ladies. Were you one of those ladies? No, I’m sorry, I don’t care. Do you object?”

“I will be there,” the glittering woman promised. I’d hoped to have earned at least a frown or have her say something I could be vicious about. Instead, she seemed pleased, which was quite lowering to my already sewer-dismal spirits. “Traditionally, our duels have two contests of strength. We will have one contest with weapons from your nation and one with weapons from mine. Is that acceptable, little raven?”

“Ravenna is my name; you will call me by it,” I said. “And yes.” 

“Until our duel is concluded, I will forgive your trespass without passport into my lands. Now go.”

On which ominous note, our audience was apparently over.

● ● ●

V. In Which I Regretfully Prepare for a Duel

I don’t fully remember how I got home. I think I can recall Aliver escorting me back to my bed. The knap of his velvet, soft against my cheek. I think I leaned on him. I almost recall him looking down at me, face stiff as an ancient copper grave-mask and little shadows skittering at his heels and his eyes gone to darkness. The same darkness I’d seen come at me from under his door. I think he asked me to leave it. To let it pass. 

I woke in my own bed with a pounding headache. According to the fairy glass clock, I had six hours to prepare for the duel.

I made a list. Lists have never failed me, however little information I actually possess.

1. Find Aliver and question him about the glittering woman’s weaknesses, etc. Do not lose temper! You might die later!!

2. Ask Aunt how to duel fairies. Maybe she knows useful books? Maybe fairies all swore an oath to never touch cheese so cheese would be perfect weapon? 

(I prefer strongly not to look at my cheese joke as hysteria; especially as I really did wonder whether such a weakness existed.)

3. Acquire perfect weapon.

4. Win duel.

(My hand was shaking just a little as I reached this point in the list, but I thought it best to get the shakes out before I had to duel.)

5. Humbly accept Aliver’s gratitude.

6. Forget entire ordeal.

(I pressed very hard when writing 6 and 6a.)

6a. Except when we discuss paving over the spring and what to do about the fairy nation beneath our home which is, and has been for some time, apparently kidnapping our artists and making them attend sinister/boring balls. Tell father & council? Gardeners definitely need to know. Replace green glass gate with new iron gate?

7. Write another list about what to do.

Numbers four through seven weren’t immediately helpful, but I put them down to motivate myself. 

I found Aunt Una sharpening her collection of knives in her parlor. She had what I have always thought of as her quest bag open beside her, half-packed. Aunt Una can be an intimidating person if you know any of her accomplishments; otherwise, she does not look particularly like someone who is a repository of high adventure. She looks like anybody you’d see on the street at twilight. Her hair is auburn, streaked in white and silver, and it is her habit to wear it in a loose braid; her eyes are keen, but her default expression if she is paying you attention is a gentle and whole-hearted intentness.

But then sometimes she is herself in such a manner as grabs your attention, and you wonder, who is this woman? 

“Just missed Aliver,” she said.

“He was here?” I repeated, like a fool. 

“Mmhm.” She wasn’t paying me attention.

“Did he, um, what did he want to talk about?”

She made a noncommittal sound, which I took to mean that they had discussed nothing of great import. There was something soothing about the scrape of her knife against her sharpening stone that set my teeth on edge but also comforted me. 

I lingered to ask what the date was (just in case) and whether or not she’d ever dueled a fairy lady. Of course she had. Twice.

“What does one use for that kind of duel?” I said. “Salt? I think I remember reading about salt. Can it be table salt?”

I tried for nonchalance but think I failed. She gave me a cool look up from under her eyebrows. 

“Your wits, my dear,” she said.

“But besides wits or cleverness what does one use? What did you use? Do they have any useful allergy or weakness? Like Forestwine’s moon thing? Though I suppose that’s less a weakne—but I’m wandering. I mean is there any weapon that they might fumble if forced to use?”

“Time. But meh.” Aunt Una set down her knife and clasped her hands over one knee. She lifted her chin and looked directly. “Time or iron, both if you can get it. The passage of time confuses them. The need to care about the passage of time confuses them. That’s why bells can summon or banish them. Bells can make time’s thresholds manifest and push them out again.”

“Time’s thresholds. Very well. And iron. Not salt?”

“Salt might keep you safe at Yearturn if you make a circle . . . but it might not. Salt circles are easy to break. Are you planning on dueling any fairy ladies?”

She so clearly thought I had no such duel on my daily agenda. 

I thought again about telling her what I’d discovered, what was happening to Aliver, just dropping the whole mess into her lap. 

But then I thought twice. Sometimes in this sort of affair trying to bring in another party is the sin of breaking bread and then murdering one’s host at the dinner table. In which case bringing, say, a contingent of guardsmen or one’s extremely canny adventuress aunt would only make the contest forfeit and be a declaration of war and anyone watching the opera based on the following bloody tragical events would shake their heads and say ‘if only honor had held true. Ravenna had the opportunity to do right; why didn’t she hold?’

There are always consequences. I do know that. 

“I just want to know,” I said.

“Aliver would be a good one to ask about fairy duels,” she said. I sharpened right up like one of her knives. “He wanders around as if he’s on his way to one.”

“Do you mean this morning?” I said. “Did he say anything?”

“No,” she replied. “But of late. There’s a certain look you get to recognize.” She paused. “Are you up to something, Ravenna?”

“I’m writing my memoirs and, uh, I want to talk about the tradition of fairy ladies in our nation’s oral folk history.”

The lie was a perfect one even by my standards. Who wants to hear about a young person writing their memoirs, especially when one is an adventuress constantly besieged with requests from the publishing companies to write her own? She let it pass. 

“Mm.” Her knife scraped across the stone again. She flipped it over, whetting the other side. She tested it gently against her thumb. “Time and iron,” she said, dismissively. “Salt is for Yearturn circles, and table salt will do. Remember, there are the Brine-Courts, so it follows that salt is chancy.”

“Thanks, Aunt,” I said. “If you see Aliver again, tell him I’m looking for him.”

Next, I found father seated alone in the breakfast room. He was in a chair by the window, reading a broad sheet in Sylvanian script and sipping from a small porcelain cup chased with silver. The scent of roast coffee warmed the air; my mouth watered. I became aware I’d had nothing to drink yet this morning and my head was throbbing. 

“Aliver just stepped out,” he said when I asked.

I drifted toward the coffee. It was served on a grand buffet—plenty of interesting oral folk history about that buffet, at least among the courtiers. By the buffet one of the servants was sweeping up a mess on the ground. I recognized the bright blues and whites, the patterned claw belonging to a dragon. They were pieces of Aliver’s especial favourite cup, the one I’d given him a few years ago.

“What happened?” I said, really and truly upset. I do not strictly believe in omens, but I do not strictly disbelieve in them either.

Father didn’t want to tell me. He’s not a king used to getting his own way in everything but he has no patience delivering news which might cause an emotional reaction. He is very good at being silent in the face of ‘frivolous expression.’ But the clock on the mantle showed me I was already losing time, so I was not to be put off.

Eventually, he gave in. Aliver had smashed the cup in a fit of temper.

“Why was he in a temper? Who put him in one?” I said.

Father sipped his coffee, a stitch between his eyebrows. “He has a bee under his skin about some project requiring a deal of money. The bee will make honey or sting him to death, but he’ll settle. He always does. In the meantime, he’ll be forced into resourcefulness. That young man could use a lesson in practical resourcefulness.”

“What if he doesn’t settle?” I wanted to know.

“Then he will be unhappy,” father said, as if it were the simplest thing in the world. As if it did not touch him in the slightest.

Outside the breakfast room I heard Aliver’s name. I swallowed what I wished to say—it was spiteful—and abandoned father to his morning. Three members of the court—Ambray, Claris, and Finula—clustered by a suit of armor in what looked a very intense gossip session. They were a splash of bright summer fabrics, dyed colors with names like Wasp Heart Yellow, Blushing Sunflower, Oil Puddle, and Fog’s Wound. Two large golden candelabra flanked the entrance to the breakfast room and I lurked behind one and listened in. A small kitten hissed at my shoes and batted at their ribbon (dyed Fog’s Wound), but was easy to ignore though it set its needle teeth and claws into my shoe’s toe. 

They were discussing bell clappers, of all things. Some prankster had taken them from the cathedral bells and disguised them as lewd candles on the altar. Mistress Dardru was apocalyptically furious, ruin and wrath.

“My handmaiden saw Aliver loitering by the bell tower this morning,” Claris said, smoothing down her elegant smock in a meaningful way. She glanced idly around the hallway to see whether anybody was paying attention to them, and I held my breath. Holding your breath does not render you invisible, but I find it steadying when I am trying to lurk. 

I think she must have noticed the kitten’s tail waving about because she made a tsk tsk sound and the kitten abruptly sat up, poking its head around the candelabra. I willed it to leave my shoe, or to find Aliver, or both. 

Ambray accepted immediately that Aliver was to blame, and I did not blame him. Aliver has played many tricks on Ambray. Ambray has participated in many of Aliver’s schemes. 

But Finula said, in a voice that held a shadow, “I saw something odd this morning. Ravens clustered around the bell tower when I went for my ride. I’ve never seen so many in one place. The roof was black. I thought somebody had painted the copper at first but they flew back and forth. I wonder your handmaiden didn’t mention them.”

I felt my blood chill.

“Surely you cannot imagine a flock of birds is responsible for stealing the tongues from our bells,” Claris said, with a superior little smile.

“They were very large,” Finula replied.

Ambray suddenly clapped his hands. “Ha! Oh! This! Here, listen! This is very good! Earlier there was a commotion outside the cathedral!”

“I said as much,” Finula replied. She sounded understandably annoyed.

“Yes, well . . . ” Ambray was too pleased with himself to sound sheepish. “Now I am confirming it. I’d utterly forgotten. I didn’t see a cluster of ravens, Finny, but an altar girl chasing a bird! I thought it very good clown! She tripped over her cassock.”

I cleared my throat, and was somewhat gratified to see Claris start. 

“Were the ravens . . . Did they . . . Were they of unusual size?”

“They were as big as dogs.” Finula adjusted her hat and looked at me sidelong. 

Ambray shook his head and laughed. “Aliver’s been so serious, Ravenna. You will need to take up the slack for him. And it sounds as if your namesakes already have, doesn’t it? Did you send them, Ravenna?”

They snickered. I excused myself hastily. I should like to say I was in the beginning of a panic, but really I was firmly in the middle of one. 

All the talk of ravens reminded me of Ravenmask, the blood at the edge of his mask, the mask taken I imagine without consent from some unusually large raven. And then I remembered about the Yearturn Festival playwright—yes, I know I should have remembered earlier, but I hadn’t any coffee—and sent a messenger to find and bring her to me. “An emergency,” I said. “If you find her dying, bring her still.”

Our three captains of the guard were little help when it came to iron weapons. Did we have any in our armory? No. Perhaps in the museum, Princess? Did you look at the museum, Princess? Did you ask the Archivist? The Archivist will show you an ax from the iron age before your ancestors controlled the peninsula. 

Aliver’s jacket was in the Archivist’s office. Need I say that he was not? The Archivist was also absent. 

I went into the museum myself and took what I needed. Who could stop me? (Many people would have been eager to stop me had any of them happened to be around, but the museum wasn’t open to the public that day and security didn’t keep an eye on me.)

I took an iron ring belonging to the kinswoman of a queen of olden times and a handful of iron nails from an exhibition on industry, and then became flustered in the clock room. Usually the clock room is a flurry of ticks and tocks, but today only one clock made a sound. The others had lost their tongues, which were lined neatly on the floor.

As I passed through the courtyard I made especial note of sounds coming from the cathedral’s bell tower. I asked one of our guards, the ones who do nothing but stand around prohibitively, if she knew what was going on.

“Some animal. They’re having a difficulty in fixing the bells, Lady Ravenna.”

Inside my room I checked the time. My lungs were having a difficulty, too, and my head: Unfortunately my eyes could see all too clearly that I had less than an hour until noon. I gave up on Aliver and Evelisse Demorgen and set out the iron ring and the iron nails. They did not look particularly intimidating, and I had neither a hammer nor confidence that flinging the nails in the glittering woman’s face would do more than annoy her.

Some years ago an uncle had given me a pair of dueling pistols. They were very pretty, pearl-handled with ivy and roses etched onto the body and a hammer like a—sigh—raven’s head. There was no expectation that I would ever need use them for any purpose not ceremonial or theatrical but I had been taught to use them. I set the pistol box beside the nails and ring then I brought the golden clock with the fairy glass down from the mantle.

I checked its bells. They still had their tongues. My aunt had said iron and time.

While filing the iron nails so shavings dusted my pistols I suddenly became certain someone was at my door and about to knock. When I looked at the door I saw shadow welling at its edge. I stared for a tense moment, then got to my feet and flung open the door. 

The hall was full of brightness but empty otherwise. I closed the door carefully, staring at the gap between floor and door.

No shadow there but mine now.

“I will not be intimidated,” I said. “And it is not fair.”

At a quarter ’til noon, prepared as I would ever be, I passed through the green glass gate and into the Labyrinth of Three Fairy Ladies.

By day the labyrinth is short pleached trees and stone walls, pleasant sun-dappled corners with gracious benches. It is meant to be meandered and contemplated. It is not a very long labyrinth at all. It takes no time at all for a determined walker to reach the center. 

My attention was so much on the nearness of the duel—or my doom, or my brother’s doom—that I didn’t notice my messenger until I tripped over his feet. He had the playwright in his shadow. They were both out of breath and his expression was verging on wild. I dismissed him and looked Evelisse Demorgen over. 

Dark circles were around her eyes, but there are often dark circles around the eyes of artists. They do not get much sleep on account of their creative devils. Of course, Evelisse Demorgen had other more treacherous reasons to have dark circles around her eyes.

“Carry this. I need a second,” I said, although I wasn’t entirely sure I did. “If you don’t know why, your—friend—isn’t keeping you well-enough informed."

I shoved my picnic basket into her hands. The basket had belonged to my mother when she was young and it was the fashion to have a picnic at a moment’s notice. She told me it was unheard of to go anywhere without a dram of flower wine or a square of blue cheese tucked away in a handkerchief. A miniaturist had painted the basket’s weavery with flowers and berries, and if you know where to look there is a hidden swan. Aliver says there is a satyr, too, beckoning, but I have never found him. It was the only thing I had large enough to carry the clock and the pistol box without occasioning some sort of remark. Old picnic baskets are on the verge of becoming very much the mode, which amuses mother very much. Even father has cracked a smile at it.

“As you wish,” Evelisse said.

“I don’t wish,” I said, viciously. It felt good to be vicious after being in a panic all morning. I am not proud of myself. “I don’t wish to duel at all but since I am, you’ll do. What I wish is for Aliver to be well and un-enchanted and not name himself a Corn King.” 

I set a brisk pace toward the fountain, worried my cowardice would tempt me to delay and forfeit and later I would say oh but I was distracted. 

“Your Ravenmask . . . person. He said he was yours and a lot of other nonsense. Why?”

Evelisse smiled briefly, but not as if she noticed she smiled. Most of her seemed grim and rather drawn, as poised as a cup set on a precarious edge. The cup is settled, but you know it is dangerous to have there and disaster looms.

“I sent him to keep you from enchantment. I’ve been watching the prince.”

“Tell me about that place. You know more than I do.” My voice cracked. I hated to think she’d see me cry. I do not ever like to be seen to cry, but I especially did not like the idea that I would cry mere moments before my death or transformation into a bush. “This is a command. If you don’t, I’ll have your head lopped off. Why didn’t you say anything?” 

I wouldn’t really have had her head lopped off, but I was so angry; it felt good to finally be vicious to someone. She was probably rueing that her fate was in the hands of an imperious brat.

“I couldn’t.” Her tone did not invite further inquiry but I am a princess and she is my subject and I do not need to wait for an invitation.

“Why not? Do remember the head lopping.”

“I couldn’t because I cannot, your highness.” Evelisse flexed one ink-stained hand. There was a smear of blue on her wrist like a wave, darkened to indigo at the creases. It stained the pad of her thumb, even the metal of her thumb ring. “If I try—I cannot.”

“Try,” I said.

Evelisse opened her mouth and began speaking about the properties of barley water, sacred and medicinal, and different vessels used to carry it. “There is a famous cup belonging to the Chevalier of Carolignas—”

I cut her off. “No. Stop. The place your Ravenmask fellow is from. Tell me about that place.”

Evelisse adjusted the basket on her arm and gave me a look I still find difficult to read, though I have thought about it rather more often than I ever expected to think about a look. This time she began to speak about the sort of tree one grows from a golden thimble and whether ravens make better judges than owls and why gold is a judgment color but owls will not eat mice with golden tails and what birds live in a tree grown from a golden thimble. Her words began to come faster. She seized her own throat, face red. Spittle hit the ground. 

I asked her to please stop, and she did.

And so we weren’t in the middle of conversation when we came to the last corner before the center of the labyrinth and the spring. Before I could turn it, Evelisse touched my elbow. I squinted at her hand. 

“Don’t let go anything you hold onto,” she said. “That’s how they win; using their strength of vision to break ours. She is playing with you and the prince.” 

I did not find this at all encouraging, but the adrenaline surge gave me the wherewithal to hold my head high.

The glittering woman was seated at the edge of the spring, her arms looped around her knees and her feet in the water. I’d half-hoped that full daylight would be sufficient to ruin her; she seemed such a creature of the evening. It was not. Noon’s glare did do its best to cover her, as if light was a spill of chalk or hair powder or flour, but its very best fell short. She still glittered like dew gone to diamonds under a silver dawn.

“So,” I said. I regretted not asking the playwright for an opening line. A trickle of sweat itched under my left breast and I was certain my face was as red as if you’d held me down and smashed raspberries all over.

The glittering woman stood to greet me, green rills of water gone to lace at her bare ankles and calves. Though she smiled at me, she swept Evelisse a freezing glance. A bush I’d never seen before was very conspicuously situated beside the spring and I took it for her second. Her second’s branches were gold and its berries were white and it, when Evelisse nodded to it, rattled its branches.

“Your weapons?” she said.

I snapped my fingers. Evelisse set the picnic basket down and opened it for me before stepping back with a flourish. 

I drew out the golden clock and opened its back.

The glittering woman said, sharply, “What are you doing?”

“I’m setting the time,” I said, with a great deal of malice. “Ten minutes from now a bell will ring. We will shoot at one another. Do you, um, know how to duel with pistols? We’ll stand on opposite sides of, um, either side of the spring. The bell rings the time. We aim and shoot.”

The glittering woman said nothing. I closed the clock. Evelisse opened the box of dueling pistols and brought them first to the glittering woman, who examined them closely before pointing to the left. The last time I took one from its box was a costume party in Firstleaf. One of my cousins crammed roses into the barrel and tried to shoot them at our uncle, who was extremely unamused. Evelisse loaded the pistols with brisk efficiency, which was a relief for in that moment I’d forgotten how, and anyway did not wish to take my gaze from my enemy.

The glittering woman flinched when she took her pistol up and seemed to have difficulty holding it. She met my eyes and said, without humor, “It would appear that your curved stick with its wasp heart has taken iron for a lover.”

We went to our respective marks. The glittering woman stepped delicately upon the ground and the grass did not bend under her heel. I tromped, trying not to hyperventilate. As an amateur historian, it would be useful to pay careful attention to the scene at hand, but my palms were sweaty and once I had my breathing under control there was a squeeziness in my chest to contend with. The clock ticked. Evelisse chose to stand far back from the engagement, shielded by a statue of a dolphin with curling goat horns and a foliate tail.

The glittering woman copied my stance, but hers somehow came out better. I wondered where Aliver was. If he’d name a room in his stupid House by the Sea after me. If his descendants or our cousins’ descendants would decorate it with raven-themed items. If he’d miss me. If he’d finish his House before they harvested their Corn King. If there was anything I could have done to stop him from feeling so sad.

Idiot, idiot. 

And the bell rang.

Don’t close your eyes, I thought, fiercely. You watch what happens.

The glittering woman’s perfect brow was perfectly furrowed in an expression of perfect perplexment. She shook her head as if to clear it and didn’t shoot. You’ll notice I have said nothing about my own shot; I hadn’t taken it yet. I reminded myself she had carved up a unicorn while it still lived and fed the meat to Aliver. She had preyed on Aliver, too.

I fired my pistol. Sneezed.

She swayed as if struck, and then she fired too. I dropped into a half-crouch with my hands over my head. I hoped the gardeners weren’t near. What if someone was shot through my carelessness? I hadn’t thought to tell them to do work elsewhere. I hadn't expected they would be my very first thought upon being shot at for the very first time. I had expected to think something defiant, or more wishful about my own life.

The glittering woman’s bullet passed through the clock, shattering the fairy glass, scattering golden leaves and pieces I rather thought essential to the clock’s ability to function as a clock. But still it ticked, and I was not bleeding.

The glittering woman set the pistol down. I felt a swell of fury at the thought that perhaps I had failed to hit her. My blood-thirst shocked me. I am more competitive than Aliver when it comes to sports (excepting dares, of course), but I’ve never wished to kill anyone before. She tried to keep her hand from my sight but I saw it was as raw as meat. Movement: as molten glass at her thigh, bright blood flowing. A hit! I’d won!

I thought I won for one bright second, forgetting there was more to come.

“My brother—”

“Such haste,” she said. She limped back into the spring and the water fountained up and over, bubbling white as bone and pearl, higher until it covered her. When it collapsed, a spray of water slapped me across the face, and she was gone. 

I coughed and wiped my eyes. “Did I win? I won!”

“You didn’t lose,” Evelisse said, slowly.

“She ran! Did you see that? Ha!” I said, though this is when I began to feel trepidation. “I should have asked her where Aliver is. Will there be no second contest? Am I supposed to follow her?” Would the water whip out and grab me if I didn’t?

Behind me, Aliver said my name.

● ● ●

VI. In Which We Come To It

I wanted to see Aliver more than I’ve ever wanted to see anyone. I took in his familiar shape, hair as black as burnt paper, eyes as clear as water in a silver cup, and I flung myself on him. I wanted assurance he was not a bush pretending to be Aliver or an illusion shaped from glittering and water. I wanted to feel his oven-warmth and knotty shoulders and tell him that I would fight any duel for him, so he certainly owed me first pick of dessert but he was welcome to anything he wanted if only it would make him happy.

Aliver didn’t want to be hugged. His face is angular to begin with but it somehow becomes even pointier when he doesn’t want to do something. I hugged him anyway.

“I looked for you all day but you were always just gone. You—”

He interrupted. “How could you do this to me?”

The last time I heard Aliver so raw, as if his throat were unraveling into a tangle of strings, was when he hung the one arrow he didn’t break over his bed and swore never to use a bow again. 

“You mean save you? Not easily.”

If Aliver had stepped back I would have let him go. He stood as stiff as a corpse or a chair in the circle of my arms and scoffed in his throat. I felt when his shoulders tensed; his bicep jumped. I flinched. My brother had never looked at me as if he wanted to hit me before.

“Smug idiot. Have you ever thought of anyone other than yourself?” When I did not reply, he said, “You’re not the only one capable of making well-informed decisions. You are not always right.”

I hugged him more tightly as if I could remind him that he liked me through sheer strength.

“I know,” I said, wretchedly. “But they’re—”

He cut me off again. “Did you know I paid people to put up with you? I paid them not to mock you when you cried. I paid them to put up with your incessant questions, which you think make you sound interesting and intelligent, but instead make you sound so desperate to be liked. You know you sound as if you don’t know what you’re talking about but want people to think you do? I protected you—I protected you constantly, and this is how you’re repaying me? I have a chance at happiness. Are you interfering out of spite? Because you don’t understand it? Because I dared, once, do something without you?”

My reply is not worth repeating; it adds nothing to the story, so I shall leave it.

“I hate you,” Aliver said. He said it so easily. As easily as a stone thrown through a pane of glass will break it. The glass doesn’t concern the stone. The stone just wants to go from one place to another and if the glass were strong it would stop the stone and not break. But glass isn’t strong. 

“Aliver,” I said, into his shoulder. At least I couldn’t see his face.

“Now let me go,” he said.

Over his shoulder, Evelisse stared at the ground with her jaw set and her arms folded across her waist. She looked as lonely as I felt.

“No,” I replied. Sobbed, maybe. “You’re staying. I want to help. I’m helping you. Let me help.”

He transformed into a lion with a black mane and quartz gray eyes. I hiccoughed in terror. He set his teeth into my shoulder hard enough to draw blood but not to savage me. At the moment, I was not terribly interested in the difference and I screamed. The Aliver-lion snarled like a true monster and the sound of it reverberated through my chest. I held on, though it hurt, and snapped, “No,” just as if the Aliver-lion was one of the dogs with father’s slipper.

The lion dissolved into light and shadow. Briefly, I felt Aliver again, but I couldn’t keep him in his shape. He became a wave on the water. No water beneath us and the spring a few feet away but the Aliver-wave was a movement, all salt-brine and iron. The iron came from me. I bit my cheek when the wave flexed and boxed me in the eye. 

How do you hold a wave? I kept my arms in a circle and braced myself against the ground. I clung to the water, though I couldn’t get purchase, and I couldn’t get a breath. 

And then the wave transformed into a pillar of flame. I think the glittering woman was showing off, going from water to fire like that. One moment I was drowning, the next I was burning. The fire twisted up like thread being pulled from roving, spinning high; it roared more loudly than the lion. I could feel my eyebrows scorch and my cheeks blister. My hair crackled as the air filled with burnt-hair stench and in my eyes was an unbearable brightness, so I shut them. I felt my skin split and crack before it became a scream. 

Still, I clung to Aliver.

“You’re just a piece to them, ’ver, you’re just a game. But you’re important to us and we love you and you can do great things without them. You don’t need them. That’s the game,” I said, or tried to say. My throat was was clogged with heat and came out a whisper. How I spoke at all, I did not know.

The fire quieted. I radiated heat like a coal; I was in agony. The skin of my face still screamed, and my throat, and my arms, and my chest, and the dissonance between knowing I should be cracked like a cinder and knowing I wasn’t was almost worse than the fire.

The quiet became something Aliver-shaped and Aliver-sized, but not quite right. I couldn’t figure out what I was holding.

So I opened one eye and peered through my eyelashes, after all unburnt. I still felt the heat but think it was only the memory of heat, like walking through a spider web and still feeling the web against your face after it’s gone. I saw darkness. I opened the other eye, so cautiously! But caution could not keep me from seeing.

The Aliver-shaped thing was all over glossy and the color of a shadow or Aliver’s hair.

It had a face.

I found myself staring at it, trying to make sense of its smile. There was a suggestion of mouth with a glint of teeth, but teeth covered in black pearl-dust or stained by ink. Under its eyebrows, which were also only suggestions of contour, its eyes were beady bright and small. I stared at that pinprick of brightness until the brightness peeled away from the Aliver-shaped thing’s face: The raven the eye belonged to had turned its head to point its beak at my eye. It cocked its head. The point quivered a scant quarter inch away from my pupil. 

It was an unkindness of ravens, latched together in the shape of a man, talon by talon, feather by feather.

“Ravenna,” it said. It would have been easier if it had the hoarse voice of the gallow’s raven, but it sounded like Aliver.

I made no sound. I couldn’t. One by one the ravens turned their heads. The Aliver-shaped thing became jagged. They opened their wicked scissor beaks and flexed their talons and stirred against me. One croaked. Another clicked. I understood the rattle in it to be my death rattle. These had taken the tongues from the bells and if I moved they would engulf me. 

I held on.

My brother deserves a hero who is not a coward and can love him enough that they forget to be afraid but I didn’t forget to be afraid. I am ashamed. I held on to the Aliver-unkindness but I think I held on out of fear. I don’t know. I don’t know.

Fortunately, before I had wit enough to flee, the unkindness burst—like an old egg, like an overripe fruit. It burst into feather, bone and blood, bloody shrapnel, nuggets of feather, some ravens winging away, others torn to pieces, snatching at my hair, scratching at my face. This doesn’t sound fortunate, but it was, I swear, for no longer did they stare at me and press their hard bodies into me and what was left afterward was Aliver.

An Aliver who looked like Aliver: Human-shaped, wearing what Aliver usually wears, rumpled but solid-flesh. He was breathing hard, as if he’d just run hard down the long bridge to the moon palace. He stood as still as if he took a care not to startle me. Instead, he looked steadily at me until some tension eased from my muscles. 

“Ravenna,” he said, coaxing, gentle. “I’m sorry.”

“You are?” I said.

“I am.” He sounded sorry, but how could I trust it? I listened. My own breathing came hard, too, from wanting to run. He said, “I’ll carve you a bookshelf with a secret back like our aunt’s. I’ll go out and find a first-person account of Alivera’s visit to the Isle of Moonwest. I’ll do it by Firstleaf. I’ll do it shoeless. I’ll,” his voice cracked. “I am so sorry. I love you. I’ve been a selfish fool. You are in the right. I don’t know what I was doing.”

I could tell it cost this Aliver something to say I was right though Aliver has never before balked at admitting a wrongdoing. He looked sorry, the sorriest I’d ever seen him. The way I sometimes imagined him being sorry when we fought. 

“I love you, too,” I said.

“Let’s go inside,” he replied. He shifted in my grasp but didn’t pull away. He waited for me to let him go. When I didn’t let my arms drop, he said, “Ravenna. Let me go.”

“No,” I said. “Stay. Please.”

We looked at one another. I think he saw me more than he ever had before, which is strange to say, only I felt so thoroughly looked at. 

“Where is she?” I said. “This contest is over.”

The spring bubbled, green shadow and a sharp green scent, and the glittering woman rose out of the water. The only unglittering thing about her was her eyes. There was a quick movement on the other side of the spring, Evelisse hiding again behind the statue, careful to stay out of the glittering woman’s sight. The playwright hid her head against the satyr statue. 

“Well, my Wolf?” the glittering woman said. 

Aliver lifted his eyes from mine to hers. She continued to ignore me. 

He might have been a puppet with the strings cut such was the drama of his shoulders going slack. I didn’t release him but tried to put myself between them. I didn’t like my back to her, but I’d rather my back than Aliver’s front. And I felt it when Aliver steeled himself and slid an arm around me. He hugged me! I made an awkward goose-honk noise and my brother’s arms—both of them—came up around me and tightened. 

The glittering woman finally looked at me. 

I’d been glaring at her, awkwardly and over my shoulder, with what I like to think was so vicious a glare, so daunting, that it was simply easier for her to ignore me until that moment. It was difficult to look down my nose at her, considering her height and my terror, but I tried. She was not noticeably ruffled.

“The field is yours,” she said.

I meant to be dignified and stoic and so cut her with my surprising detachment, but I smiled hard enough my cheeks hurt.

The glittering woman returned my smile with a warning.

“Do not come again without invitation to my nation. If you do I will turn your heart to stone and skin your thighs for dancing shoes.”

“I won’t do any of that,” I said. “But you stay in your nation, too, or else. No more taking our artists or our heirs. They’re ours.”

“I wonder if they are,” she replied. Then she walked into the spring, trailing little stars. They drifted from her like sparks from a bonfire. The spring closed over her head, this time without theatrical water displays, and the golden bush left too, and as the sparkle of its leaves going down the green glass way was treasure.

Aliver pulled my arms from around him. I resisted but he continued to put pressure until my grip eased. I waited for something terrible to happen when I was no longer holding him and wondered what I would do if he rushed me to get to the spring. And I wanted badly to go to the spring’s edge myself and poke around with a stick to assure myself the stairs were gone. 

But Aliver gripped my shoulder with his left hand and squeezed. I put my hand over his and squeezed back.

It felt like another moment of really seeing and looking. I saw how really very sad Aliver was, and I think there was some constraint on him still. I realized I didn’t know what effect on his heart the balls he’d already attended, the cups already drunk, whether a disenchanted Aliver would still be detached and irritable. 

He didn’t look detached as he looked away from me to look at the spring, though I don’t know whether I have a name for his expression—or want to have a name for it. He said, “You’re more stubborn than I am.”

“Untrue,” I replied, and then all in one breath, “Thank-you-for-staying-I-am-glad-you-are-here.” I clutched his hands and held them to my forehead because I didn’t want to hold him again but I wanted to feel him connected to me and I wept.

Then I cried, repeating again and again how glad I was to have him here. How I wanted him to stay, and be happy.

He didn’t reply to that by sprinting for the spring, or by saying very much at all. He hadn’t looked away from me while I wept; he’d only looked vaguely hurt and very weary. He turned the attention away from himself by turning to the playwright.

“Did I see you there, Demorgen? With your eyes open?”

I thought about the look she’d given me before demonstrating that she could not speak of her time there. She did not look at me. She regarded the pool, thoughtfully, then spoke in a voice as thoughtful as her regard. “You have eyes as sharp as mine, my lord. You see things most others don’t."

● ● ●

An Epilogue

What I think was Aliver’s true response to my concerns came weeks after the duel. I’d fallen asleep in front of his door. Since the duel, I’d taken to sneaking out of my own rooms and standing guard, the better to make certain that when he went to bed he truly went to bed and stayed there. I’d taken to being snappish about his plans, overbearing even to myself, but I couldn’t keep myself from it. He and Evelisse Demorgen began to spend a lot of time together, and I wasn’t sure whether to make relief or concern my standard policy for that friendship, but the truth was I felt easier when I knew they had been together.

Aliver tripped over me on his way to breakfast. He looked well-rested. I grouched awake and got an eyeful of sunlight from the open windows. My ribs throbbed. I swatted his ankle.

Before-All-This-Happened-Aliver would have laughed. Now-Aliver’s eyes creased with resignation, any humor just a hint, like Spring-grass under ice. 

“Thank you. Thank you for watching so carefully over me,” he said. He said it just gravely enough to seem a character in a play. He was good at being solemn and sincere, Aliver, always one for the grand gesture. 

“Somebody needs to do it, and I suppose that’s me,” I said, and my voice broke. I wish it hadn’t. We both pretended it hadn’t. 

Aliver hesitated. “I have something for you,” he said, finally. “Josev”—the second gardener—“found it by the fountain. I was going to keep it.” 

Behind Aliver, his room was well-lit, all the curtains thrown back; everything looked safe and bright and gleaming. He looked safe and bright and gleaming.

“What is it?”

He went into his room, leaving the door open. I hovered uncertainly in the hall until he returned, holding in his palm the white raven penholder with the soulless onyx chip eyes. Only the onyx chips had been scraped from their sockets, scratches on the wood to show it had been done with deliberation and inexpertise; a crack on its breast, as if it had been dropped, or someone had struck it very hard and found a flaw. 

“Josev found this and gave it to you?” I said, hardly knowing when I’d reached out to take it from Aliver. “By the Fountain?”

“So he said,” Aliver replied. “I threw it into the spring after you asked me to get rid of it, but,” and he shrugged eloquently. “The fountain decided to spit it back. We should throw it in the sea, together, unless you want to keep it.”

We, he said, and together, and I love Aliver. I think he meant his thank yous and his we shoulds in that moment, but Aliver isn’t necessarily to be trusted. He’s impulsive.

“I think I’ll keep it,” I said. “For remembrance.”
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Every road and open doorway is a constant danger to a man of wandering disposition. Olav had stood on the threshold of his cottage one spring morning and the road had looked so fine that he couldn’t resist setting foot on it, and the next thing he knew it had carried him to the sea. There he chanced upon a merchant ship in need of a new hand. He learned the sailoring trade, fought pirates, killed a kraken, grew a beard, pierced an ear, and one memorable night won a handful of rubies at a single turn of the cards and lost them all to a barmaid who doped his ale. Two years later, he was shipwrecked off Thule and briefly married to a witch-woman who had blackwork tattoos on her face and had filed her teeth to points.

The marriage did not last, however. One day, Olav returned from the hunt with a red hart slung over his shoulders and found his wife coupling with a demon she had summoned up from one of the seven hells that lie at the center of the world. He slew them both, threw the fire pot onto the thatched roof of the witch’s hut, and left his memories burning to his back.

So it was that, having nothing better to do, Olav set out on foot to see what lay to the south. Always there was something interesting just a little farther down the road. Always there was good reason not to stay.

To the south it was summer. It seemed to be always summer there. Like water, he flowed downhill, taking up whatever work came to hand, staying with it long enough to fill his pockets, and then proceeding onward, ever onward. He chopped wood, built walls, twisted cord into rope, and rode as a guard in a small caravan traveling across the desert which one night was attacked by brigands who set about killing everyone, women and slaves included. He accounted for five of their number before realizing there was nobody left to defend save for one brown-skinned merchant’s son and so scooped him up, sat him on the horse behind himself, and escaped. 

Olav came away from that adventure with an excellent horse, a serviceable bedroll, a saddle that had seen better days, and the merchant boy for a servant.

● ● ●

The caravan trail led at last to a standing stone atop a high barren ridge, at the foot of which were low scrub forests and beyond them, at the horizon, a line of blue that might be ocean. The stone was carved with runes that made no sense to Olav. But Nahal, his boy, spoke up. “It says all the land beyond belongs to the free port of Kheshem.” He pointed. “It’s there, where the Endless Mountains touch the sea. The harbor is small but the mountains go inland many hundred baridi, so all trade must pass through it.”

“You can read these squiggles, then?”

“My . . . I was taught how.”

“What else does it say?”

“That the Khesh of Kheshem welcomes all honest men. But evil travelers will be tortured and put to death.”

Olav laughed. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to take our chances.”

They rode down toward the sea. Kheshem lay nowhere in sight but there was the tang of salt marshes in the air when they made camp. Nahal gathered wood and built a fire while Olav quested out into the twilight and returned with a brace of hares. He sparked the fire to life using a chunk of flint from his pouch and the hilt of his knife, then gave the tool to the boy to dress and section the meat and prepare spits. Finally, he took back the knife and cut them a pair of quarterstaffs. “Have you had weapons training?” he asked.

“Some.”

“Then come at me.”

Nahal seized the staff with both hands together and swung. Olav easily sidestepped the blow and rapped the boy’s knuckles, making him drop his weapon. Smiling, he said, “You know nothing. So we’ll start by working on your stance.”

By the time the fire had died down to coals and they could begin cooking, the two had worked up a sweat.

Later, after they had eaten, Olav said, “Tell me, boy. What do you think of thieves?”

“When I am grown, I will kill them all!” Nahal’s scowl was so fierce that Olav had to turn away to keep from laughing. “They will beg for mercy and I will show them the mercy they gave my family!”

“Hmm. That’s too bad. Because we’re low on coin and there’s no guarantee that I’ll be able to find honest work in Kheshem.” Olav did not add that no man is more than three meals away from brigandage—the boy would someday discover that on his own—nor that it had been sheer chance that he had come upon the hares and great good fortune that the stones he threw at their heads had found their marks.

“You could sell Bastard.”

“But then how would we travel?” 

Nahal said nothing.

“I put the question to you because the greatest danger to a thief is treachery. If you’re going to tell anyone about my activities, then I’ll drop you off at the city gate to make your own way in life and practice my thievery elsewhere. But if you wish to stay with me, you’ll need to keep silent.”

Sullenly, Nahal said, “I’ll do what I have to in order to survive.”

“So do we all, boy. So do we all.”

At night, they shared the bedroll, fully clothed save for their boots. As he was drifting off to sleep, Olav felt the boy’s chest moving with suppressed sobs. He pretended not to notice.

With sleep came dreams: Olav and Nahal were sitting by a campfire at the verge of a dark and moonless wood. There came a crackling noise in the underbrush. “Who’s there?” Nahal cried in a panicky voice. Olav felt not particularly concerned because he had a sword and knew how to use it better than most.

Mocking laughter echoed through the forest—deep as oak, hard as steel, supple as a stream bouncing down a rocky mountainside. It was like nothing Olav had ever heard before, and it filled him with supernatural dread. Bastard, his steed, whinnied in terror, and would have bolted if he hadn’t been hitched to a tree. 

Olav seized a brand from the fire and was on his feet. “Show yourself!” he cried.

“Ahhhh, Olav,” rasped an inhuman voice. “Thinkst thou I am afraid of thy little man-spark? I, who have walked unshod in the furnaces of the earth?”

If Olav had been blinded by the murky darkness of the forest before, he was doubly so now, with the flaming brand held before him. Nor, with the stench of smoke rising from the brand and that of a hundred campfires permeating his clothing, was his sense of smell of any use. But his hearing was still good, and he thought he knew roughly from whence the voice came.

“If you’re not afraid of me,” he growled, “then why are you hiding?”

“Beware such questions,” said the voice in the darkness. “For now I come!”

With a howl, the creature charged. And in that same instant, Olav flung the brand into the brush before him. The weather had been dry, and the brush went up in a flash of flame. 

Swiftly, then, Olav leaped atop Bastard, pulling Nahal up after him. With a sweep of his knife, he cut the reins. His horse reared up and then ran, fleet as the wind, with the fire to his back. Though it left him without gear, Olav abandoned his camp to the spreading flames without a second thought. For, as Bastard was rearing up in the air, he had felt grasping claws trying to seize his leg, and as they leaped away he glanced back to see a misshapen form, black against the fire, still striving to reach him.

He rode through the night, with all the world burning behind him, as fast and furious as ever he could, and awoke in the morning beside the cold campfire, aching and sore.

● ● ●

The port of Kheshem curved about its harbor and sprawled up the mountain slopes, a labyrinth of golden-roofed temples and high slender ivory-tiled towers intermingled with low mud-and-wattle tenements, the walled pleasure gardens of the wealthy, sturdy stone warehouses, public squares, guildhalls, and the occasional shipyard, limekiln, or knackery, all of it laced together by wide, granite-slabbed avenues and narrow alleys that smelled of spices and tar and camel dung. On his first day in the city, Olav took a great chance and played the cutpurse in a crowd that had gathered, ironically enough, to watch the public evisceration and beheading of a thief. The day’s haul was such that he bought the two of them a rich meal with wine and then a long soak in hot water at the private baths. When Nahal, face slick with grease, fiercely declared himself in no need of such fripperies, Olav lifted him, struggling, into the air and dropped him in the bath. Then, wading in (himself already naked), he stripped the wet clothes off the boy.

Which was how Olav discovered that Nahal was actually Nahala—a girl. Her guardians had chopped her hair short and taught her to swear like a boy in order to protect her from the rough sorts with whom traveling merchants must necessarily deal.

The discovery made no great difference in their relationship. Nahala was every bit as sullen as Nahal had been, and no less industrious. She knew how to cook, mend, clean, and perform all the chores a man needed to do on the road. Olav considered buying cloth and having her make a dress for herself but, for much the same reasons as her guardians before him, decided to leave things be. When she came of age—soon, he imagined—they would deal with such matters. Until then, it was easier to let her remain a boy.

At her insistence, he continued the lessons in weapons use.

● ● ●

Nahala despised her new master. But merchants, however young, must be pragmatists. She knew that there was no good alternative. Few orphaned children survived to adulthood in the city and the common fate of those who did and were female was whoredom, which did not appeal to her. Also, Olav never beat her and only cuffed her with reason; as masters went, he was a good one. So there was that. 

Most of all, Nahala was learning to fight and this, she knew, would be invaluable to her when she was old enough to return to the desert and cleanse it of the vermin who had killed her family.

Sometimes, however, Olav had nightmares and Nahala would have to leave her pallet to shake him awake. Possibly because of those nightmares, he was drinking a lot. But what worried Nahala most was his spending. So one day, instead of wandering the city in order to learn its winds and ways (the higher up, for example, the richer the houses; the lower, the filthier the water), the prices food could be haggled down to, the rates charged by the money changers, and suchlike, she sewed together a bag out of discarded scraps of cloth and headed downhill toward the pebbled strand at the edge of town.

She was halfway to her destination when a ragged boy placed himself in her way, hands on hips and jeered, “Hey, Stick!”

Nahala fell easily into a balanced stance and slid her hands so that her staff was in a defensive position. “Yah?”

“Seen you around a lot lately, strutting like a rooster. I guess that thing means you think you can fight?”

“Try me.”

With a war yell, the boy ran at her, fists wild.

One end of Nahala’s staff dipped almost to the ground. She thrust it between the boy’s legs, then hopped to the side while simultaneously shoving the upper end forward, as if the staff were a lever.

The boy went facedown in the dust.

When he tried to get up, Nahala rapped one knee with the staff. Then a hand. Then the other knee. They were gentle blows, though she knew from experience how they stung. They would not break any bones. If you have to fight, fight to kill, Olav had told her. Or else just give your enemy a little warning. All that stuff in between only makes your foe meaner.

“Do you give up?” Nahala asked.

“King’s palm,” the boy said. Then, “Name’s Sliv.”

“Nahal.”

“Where you goin’ with that bag?”

“To the beach to gather pebbles. Wanna come along?”

“I guess.”

Which was how Nahala and Sliv became friends of a sort. Not close ones, however, but wary allies.

● ● ●

When Olav returned to their room after a prolonged bout of wenching, Nahala had arranged two handfuls of pebbles in neat rows on the table that, along with a pair of simple but sturdy chairs, were the result of an extra coin’s rent a month. When Olav saw them, he said, “What’s this?”

“Pretend each pebble is a drachm. This is how many you had on our first day in Kheshem.” Nahala swept four back into the bag. “The feast.” Another two. “The baths.” Six. “The room.” One. “A week’s feed and stable for Bastard.” Two more. “A woman. Wine. Wine. Wine. Another woman.” Item by item, the pebbles dwindled, until there were but fourteen. “This is how much remains.”

“I could have told you that by looking in my pouch.” Amused, Olav slid three more pebbles away. “You forgot tonight’s woman. I gave her an extra coin because she . . . Well, anyway, now there are only eleven.”

“Rent comes due in three days, both for us and the stable. Plus, we have no food. Nor any work. The old men who sit by the docks and watch the boats say that only smugglers will be risking their ships until the Sea Lords and the Khesh make peace and smugglers trust no one they’re not related to.” She swept the last pebbles into the bag. “It’s time we left Kheshem.”

Olav rubbed his beard. “Yes, well, about that . . . I have been having dreams these past few weeks—nightmares—I’m sure you’ve noticed. There is something coming for me out of the desert. Something powerful. Something no man wishes to face. It cannot enter the city—too many wizards here, too much power. But if I leave, it will find me. So I must stay. It seems that I have no choice but to resume my career as cutpurse.”

At which exact instant, the darkness to one side of the room swirled, lofted upward, spread outward, and gave birth to twin pinpricks of light—a pair of eyes, both hard and unblinking. Stepping out of the shadows, a man in wizard’s black robes, with a ruby talisman hung on a chain about his neck, said, “That would be unwise.”

Nahala shrieked and fell back against the bed. Olav grabbed at his side for the sword he had removed upon entering the room.

The wizard held up his hand. “Let me tell you what will happen if you do. As you are cutting purse strings, an incense vendor will happen to glance your way. Her shout will begin a hue and cry and though you bolt and fight like a demon, you will be run down and overwhelmed. I have just returned from your execution, a week from now. First you were flogged. Then your arms were broken. Then your abdomen was sliced open and, seizing your intestines—”

“Stop! I have seen enough executions to know what happens.” A shrewd look came over Olav’s face, though to Nahala’s eyes it looked feigned. “But why should I believe your wild story of seeing things that have not yet happened?”

“Tell me this. How did I learn the exact moment you decided to try your hand at thievery again? By bribing the guards to let me interview you while you awaited execution and then walking back in time to your room just now. But I will give you stronger proof than that.” The wizard put one hand on Olav’s shoulder and with the other clutched his amulet.

They disappeared.

They reappeared.

The magician was unchanged. But Olav’s face was ashen and his eyes were wide with horror. He seized a chair with one blind hand and crashed down onto it. “Wine!” he gasped. “There should be some left in the jar by the door.”

While Nahala poured, the wizard spoke: “You killed eight men, trying to make your escape. Two of them were of the Harbor Guard and heavily armed.”

“I . . . have no memory of that.” Olav drank deeply. Then, looking thoughtful, “Still, I regret it. A man will do evil things in the heat of passion. But I could wish to have killed fewer.”

“All the deaths have been unmade, as has your execution.” The wizard gestured and coins rained down upon the table. “They call me Ushted the Uncanny. I have decided that a more decorous title would be Ushted the Protector. But to achieve that honorific, I need a servant whom I know can kill.”

● ● ●

“He acts like a great wizard,” Sliv said when Nahala saw him next. “But he’s not. Most towns have two or three wizards. Kheshem has dozens and every one of them is better at it than Ushted. If it weren’t for that time-walking stunt of his, he’d be in a small village somewhere selling poisons, love potions, and balms to cure warts.” Sliv had wanted to spend the day spying on the blood huts at the edge of town, where menstruating women went to spin and exchange gossip until their bodies were clean again. Somehow he’d conceived the notion that they did so naked. But Nahala had distracted him with the idea of instead exercising Bastard by taking turns riding him as he swam in the otherwise idle harbor. Now they sat dangling their feet from a dock, talking.

As an afterthought, Sliv added, “The balm for warts is a good one, though. I’ve used it myself.”

“How do you know so much about Ushted?” Nahala asked.

“I’m his apprentice. Any other wizard, I’d be set for life. But none of them will take me. I’ve made the rounds and asked.” Sliv spat into the water. “Someday, when I’m grown, I’ll cut his throat, chop up his body, and take his amulet. Then everything he owns will be mine.”

Nahala wondered, not for the first time, why boys’ fantasies were always so violent. But she said, “Be sure to do it in such a way that no suspicion falls upon you.”

Sliv looked at her in surprise, as if his pronouncements had never before been taken seriously—which, she realized, was probably true. Then he said, “If they come after me, I’ll just go back to before they do and run away.”

Olav, meanwhile, was finding his new life as the wizard’s hireling an undemanding one, though it did nothing to assuage his nightmares. At first, he was occasionally summoned, in the twilight hours, to wait motionless in an alleyway off a courtyard for bravos to set upon a wealthy citizen hurrying to get home before nightfall. At which he would leap out with fierce cries, chasing off most of the assailants and cutting down any who loitered. The victim was always happy to send Ushted the Protector a lavish gift in gratitude for saving his life.

Later, however, as the number of assailants, never great to begin with, dwindled and those who remained grew warier, the game darkened. Olav would be sent to a rich man’s mansion to smash in its door and murder its master. Always, just as he was arriving at his target’s domicile, Sliv would come running with the news that the man had been shown his own death and agreed to pay generously for it not to happen.

In this manner, for a season, Olav prospered and his benefactor even more. Twice Ushted moved his alembic-filled elaboratory uphill to larger and more splendid quarters. Olav stayed where he was, but frequented a better class of courtesans. All those deaths, both the permanent ones and those that were unmade, seemed to weigh increasingly heavily on him. But he never spoke of them, nor did Nahala ask.

● ● ●

“It’s here.”

Nahala had set up a slab of wood against the far wall and was practicing her knife-throwing when Olav suddenly spoke. He had been lying on his pallet, staring at the ceiling for hours while the knives flew, landed with a solid thunk! thunk!, and then were freed to be carried across the room and thrown again, over and over. The knives were one result of their newfound prosperity and, though they lacked the filigreed decoration Nahala’s magpie heart yearned for, they were well-made weapons. They would kill. “What’s here? she asked idly.

“My destiny.” Olav rolled over then, and went to sleep.

The next day, an earthquake toppled several towers and opened a chasm in the mountainside high above the city. News spread swiftly that something had made lair therein, where it could watch over the roads leading to the city from either direction. From there it sallied down to attack not just caravans but also the wagons bringing food to the city and even lone riders, feeding upon horses, camels, merchants, and farmers with equal ease, and defiling the goods and foodstuffs they brought with flame and smoke. 

The flow of food into the city ceased and, though the Khesh ordered the granaries be opened to Kheshem’s poorest, prices soared. There were riots. These were easily quelled by the military, but everyone knew there would be more.

A troop of soldiers was sent to deal with the menace and did not return. A hero with perfumed hair and oiled mustachios marched into the cavern, bright sword in hand, and did not emerge. In his wake, an assortment of fools and scoundrels also disappeared, along with the schemes they had assured all would win the day. The citizenry began to wonder why the city’s wizards did nothing to counter the beast.

“My proud brothers have power but not force,” Ushted said, “and they will not work together.” He was talkative by nature. Merchants knew how to handle such men; whenever he came to see Olav, Nahala kept his wine cup filled and her mouth closed. “Against a brute that splinters bones and wagons with equal ease, their subtlety is useless. But I, Olav, have you. Together, we shall do what no others dare and accept no reward for doing so.”

Olav had raised his cup to his lips. Now he set it down untasted. Nahala had noticed that he drank lightly, if at all, in his master’s presence. “That makes no sense.”

“Every despot likes to think he inspires selfless obedience. When I have proved myself to be exactly such a subject, the Khesh will welcome me into his court. And that is an opportunity beyond avarice.” Ushted stood. “Sleep well tonight, for in the morning we go up the mountain.”

● ● ●

The next day, the wizard walked out of the shadows to report that he had just seen the menace slain only hours into the future. So, sitting astride Bastard, Olav left the city and started up the mountainside. With him went Ushted the Protector, Sliv the apprentice, and Nahala, who had neither title nor any desire for one.

Nahala had woken up feeling strange that day, detached in a manner new to her experience. It was not until she felt a drop of blood trickle down the inside of one leg that she had thought: Oh. She was now, she supposed, a woman. It seemed a terribly inconvenient time for it to happen. Quickly, she had torn a strip from the bottom of her sark—it was cut long, so she could grow into it—folded it in the manner her mother had foresightedly taught her, and staunched the bleeding. But the sense of estrangement stayed with her as they walked.

Bastard struggled slowly up the mountain trail, while the others trudged after him. Ushted was uncharacteristically silent. Olav was quiet too, but sullenly so rather than in his usual manner, less like a hero headed for certain victory than one on his way to die. Every now and then, Sliv, who swaggeringly carried Olav’s spear slung over one shoulder, threw her a strange look. It was a morning, it seemed, for odd behavior.

Once, when they had lagged far enough behind not to be overheard, Sliv flared his nostrils and muttered, “What’s that smell?”

“It’s just the mountain sage in bloom.”

“Naw, naw, it’s not that. I know that smell . . . ” There was a terrible light in his eyes. “I know that smell and it ain’t no sage.” He pointed an accusatory finger at her. “You’re a girl!”

“Woman,” Nahala said, trying to invest the word with menace. She had never felt less like fighting. But she took a step backward and angled her staff. “Ease up, Sliv. You and I are friends.”

“Girls can’t be friends. Girls are only good for one thing.” 

If you have to fight, fight to kill. Olav had told her that. Nahala’s knives were in sheaths strapped on either thigh, but there was no need to draw them. All she had to do was wait for Sliv to lunge at her, aim the tip of her staff at his eye, and lean in hard.

For a moment, the potential for violence crackled in the air between them. Then Sliv spat at her feet and turned away. The others were far ahead and Nahala, perforce, had to run to catch up. 

As the mountain dwindled above them and the sky grew larger, Bastard became increasingly restive and hard to control. When he refused to go any farther, Olav alit and tethered him to a tree, saying, “You were wondering why I brought the horse. This is why.” It took Nahala a breath to realize that this was directed at her, that he was still teaching her. “The monster is near. We must be ready for it.” Turning to Sliv, he said, “Hand me my spear.”

Without being told, Nahala untied the shield from Bastard’s harness and held it ready to be taken from her.

“Everyone, wait here,” Olav said.

“No,” said Ushted. “We all proceed. This I have already seen.”

Olav shrugged. Again he led, and shortly thereafter, a twist in the trail took them to the mouth of the cavern, their destination. The rock lining it was raw and broken and scattered on the ground were similar shards, as from an explosion. In a voice louder than Nahala had ever heard emerge from him, Olav shouted: “Abomination! Come forth to meet your doom!”

The creature that flowed forth from the cavern darkness was shaped like a monstrous lizard and taller by half than Olav himself. Its substance was so black it glittered in the sun, looking for all the world like the foul-smelling liquid that bubbled from the ground in the distant desert wastes and defiled any water it touched. Throwing back its head, it opened a mouth lined with teeth like ivory daggers.

In a dulcet, womanly voice the apparition said, “Ohhhh, Olav. Sweet, sweet love, at last you have come to me! Long have I yearned for this moment. Great indeed will be your torment before you finally die.”

Olav’s spear sank. Then it rose again. “So it’s you. I suspected as much. Well, I killed you once, and if I must, I can kill you again.”

“Wait!” Ushted stepped to Olav’s side and pressed a lozenge to his lips, murmuring, “Take this. It will give you strength.”

Olav swallowed. Then he cocked his arm, ready to throw the spear. Jaw grim and eyes a-glare, he looked the perfect hero. As the firedrake reared up before him, he cried, “Attack—and let the blood fly where it may”

Then he fell flat on his face.

For a breath, no one moved. Then the creature bent its head to Olav’s side, sniffing at his body and nudging it like a cat. When Olav did not move, it screamed. Its neck spasmed and its tail thrashed and its taloned legs dug into its own torso. It slammed against the rocky ground, over and over With enormous violence, it tied itself into a knot, tighter and tighter, until it was as smooth as an egg.

Malodorous black fluid drained away from the egg, flowing back into the cavern shadows leaving behind a human figure, a woman whose skin was as white as maggot flesh. 

The woman’s long leather skirt had witch-knots dangling from its hem. Her breasts were bare and three bright stones shone between them, hung from black cords about her neck. When she spoke, Nahala saw that her teeth had been filed to points. Shaking a finger at Ushted, she cried, “You! What have you done?”

Both Nahala and Sliv were trembling with fear, for the woman was no less dreadful than the lizard had been. Her hair rose up as if underwater, swaying like a hundred slim eels. Ushted the Protector, however, displayed not the least concern. “I have made your husband useless to you. You want him awake and aware and able to suffer. I can undo his stupor. But if I do not, he will die in his sleep. Painlessly.” 

The woman’s eyes were bright with rage. “Why would you do such a foolish—and for you, fatal—thing?

“You have three talismans upon you. One grants you passage from the fires at the center of the world to its surface and back again. That one I disdain. The second allows you to fly vast distances, supported by the winds. Tempting, but not to my taste The third, which allows you to walk in time, however . . . ” He drew the amulet from beneath his black robe. “I know you will surrender because I already hold it.”

“It is true I can walk in time. Perhaps I will take a stroll to just before you poisoned my husband.”

“If you do, I will similarly go back to this morning and Olav will not come to you. Game lost. But you won’t—I have been here before, and I know.” Producing a small silver knife, Ushted the Protector made a long cut in his palm. Blood welled up. “Here is our deal: I will bring Olav back from the brink of death in exchange for the amulet and your promise that as soon as you are done with him you will leave and never return.” He proffered her the knife, hilt-first.

Disdaining the offer, the witch-woman slid a hand across her sharpened teeth, opening a gash in it. Black ichor oozed out. “I have no interest whatsoever in your city or yourself or, when my vengeance is done, the lands of the living. It is an easy promise to give and easier to keep.”

“Then I will descend the mountain a hero.” 

They clasped hands. Blood and ichor mingled. Then Ushted the Protector crouched by Olav’s body and, turning the head away from him, stuck a finger down the warrior’s throat.

When Olav was done vomiting, Ushted cleaned his hand with the hem of his robe and, standing, said, “He will come to within the hour. Do with him then as you wish.”

The witch hissed in anger and looked upon him with absolute loathing. Nevertheless, she removed one amulet from her neck and held it forth.

Ushted the Protector shook his head. “Give it to the boy.” Sliv looked startled. “As you did long, long ago, when I was him.”

Nahala looked from Sliv to Ushted and back again, mentally erasing the wizard’s beard and imagining the boy’s face grown lean with maturity. How could she not have seen before that they were one and the same person?

Avarice burning on his face, Sliv accepted the gem. 

Turning a disdainful back on Olav, the witch, and the cavern, Ushted the Protector said, “Follow me, the both of you.”

Numb, Nahala did so. Sliv, filled with elation, skipped ahead, and fell behind to hold up his amulet to the sun, and ran to catch up again. The cavern disappeared behind them. “This is mine to keep?” he asked. “For as long as I live?”

“Obviously.” 

Sliv glanced sidewise at Nahala. “And the girl?”

With a shrug, Ushted the Protector said, “She is yours. Unless, as she did the first time around, she manages to slip away from you on the way down the mountain.”

Nahala stumbled over a rock and almost fell. She heard Sliv laugh and her heart grew cold.

If your enemy has a better weapon than you, take it away from him. That was another thing Olav had said. Moving as swiftly and fluidly as ever she had, Nahala strode forward, stabbed her staff between the wizard and his amulet and flung it into the air. It flew to her hand. She slung it over her own neck. 

With the amulet, Nahala could protect not only herself but her master and weapons instructor as well. Nothing could harm them. They could leave Kheshem behind. If need be, they could cross the desert in perfect safety, with nothing more than Olav’s sword to protect them. Clutching the stone, she cried in triumph, “Take me back to this morning!”

Nothing happened.

Ushted smiled urbanely. “The amulet will take you back no further than when you first put it on. Nor do you know how to use it.” Extending his hand, he added, “I am aware that Sliv told you I am not a great wizard. But if you honestly doubt I can protect myself, then by all means attempt to throw those knives I see your hand yearning toward.”

The butt of a spear struck Ushted hard in the side of the jaw, sending two teeth and a gout of blood into the air. He fell and a sandaled foot trod upon his neck to hold him captive. In a small, puzzled voice, he gasped, “But that’s not what happened—”

Sure hands spun the spear about and drove the business end through his rib cage, piercing his heart.

Ushted the Protector, also called the Uncanny, was dead.

The woman who had appeared out of nowhere had precious stones everywhere: on her many rings, on her even more necklaces, on her bangles and bracelets, and set into her cheeks and earlobes. A curved sword hung at her side. The long black spear that she drew back up from the wizard’s chest, lethal though it was, looked not half so deadly as did she herself. 

This apparition was the most wonderful thing Nahala had ever seen in her life. A heavily embroidered skirt hung down past her knees and was slit on either side almost to her waist, revealing multicolored leggings beneath. A leather vest or breastplate, marvelously crafted with the image of the desert sun, was fretted with amber beads and yellow citrines so that it dazzled the eye. A small leather cap held her braided hair in place. She was strong and stocky and everything that Nahala had ever dreamed of someday becoming.

Her heart went out to this radiant creature. “Who . . . who are you?”

The warrior-woman smiled a stony smile and pulled out from beneath her vest the exact same amulet that Nahala now wore. “Why, don’t you know, dear? I’m you.” 

● ● ●

Talking, they walked back up the mountain.

After he recovered from his stunned paralysis, Sliv had, of course, bolted like a marsh-rabbit. In a flash, Nahala’s knives were in her hands. His back was wide and inviting—and then gone. She hadn’t thrown.

“That was wisely done,” her older self had said. “Kill no more than you absolutely have to.”

“Olav said that to me!”

“Yes, he did.”

Now, however, Nahala peered anxiously up the trail. “Shouldn’t we be hurrying?”

“Hush.” Nahala’s future self smiled reassuringly. “We have all the time in the world.”

● ● ●

The fight did not last long. When they came in sight of her, the dragon-witch was crouched anxiously over Olav’s body, watching his pulse quicken. Without challenge or battle cry, the warrior Nahala ran straight at her. When, hearing the rush of footsteps, the witch straightened, Nahala cut through both amulet thongs and her throat with a single slash of her scimitar, so that the hag could neither escape nor call down a curse upon them. With a gesture, however, the witch-woman summoned her dark, fluid substance back to herself.

She was midway through changing back into her lizard form when Nahala’s spear thrust into her heart.

The dragon fell like a great black wave, smashing foulness everywhere. At her demise, the cavern collapsed in on itself, burying both her and her two remaining amulets under enough stone to build a new city with.

The warrior Nahala threw back her head and ululated in triumph.

Nahala, watching it all and shivering with joy, knew: That’s me. That’s who I’ll grow up to be!

When it was over, both Nahalas turned toward Olav, lying motionless on the ground. His skin was pale but his breathing steady. It was obvious he would recover.

“Look at him!” said the warrior Nahala and there was a fondness to her expression. “Oh, he is lovely in his youth, with his beard so black and his limbs so strong. Do you not agree?”

Young Nahala turned toward Olav and, to her amazement, heard herself say, “Yes, he is. Oh, he is indeed.”

“Just be sure, when he wakes up, to let him think he did the deed himself. You know what a child he can be.” At which words, the older woman touched her amulet and faded back into the neverwhere of times to come.

This is the tale of Olav the Merchant, known also as the Dragon Slayer. For many years, he and his wife guided caravans across the desert. On occasion they encountered brigands, whom they slew without mercy. They had many children. In time, he became rich, retired to a villa near the sea, grew fat, and died old. May such great good fortune come to us all!
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In his last years, Marco’s older brother Denny had become one of those people whose possessions swallowed them entirely. The kind they made documentaries about, the kind people staged interventions for, the kind people made excuses not to visit, and who stopped going out, and who were spoken of in sighs and silences. Those were the things Stella thought about after Denny died, and those were the reasons why, after eyeing the four other people at the funeral, she offered to help Marco clean out the house.

“Are you sure?” Marco asked. “You barely even knew him. It’s been thirty years since you saw him last.”

Marco’s husband, Justin, elbowed Marco in the ribs. “Take her up on it. I’ve got to get home tomorrow and you could use help.”

“I don’t mind. Denny was nice to me,” Stella said, and then added, “But I’d be doing it to help you.”

The first part was a lie, the second part true. Denny had been the weird older brother who was always there when their friends hung out at Marco’s back in high school, always lurking with a notebook and a furtive expression. She remembered Marco going out of his way to try to include Denny, Marco’s admiration wrapped in disappointment, his slow slide into embarrassment.

She and Marco had been good friends then, but she hadn’t kept up with anyone from high school. She had no excuse; social media could reconnect just about anyone at any time. She wasn’t sure what it said about her or them that nobody had tried to communicate.

On the first night of her visit with her parents, her mother had said, “Your friend Marco’s brother died this week,” and Stella had suddenly been overwhelmed with remorse for having let that particular friendship lapse. Even more so when she read the obituary her mother had clipped, and she realized Marco’s parents had died a few years before. That was why she went to the funeral and that was why she volunteered.

“I’d like to help,” she said.

Two days later, she arrived at the house wearing clothes from a bag her mother had never gotten around to donating: jeans decades out of style and dappled with paint, treadworn gym shoes, and a baggy, age-stretched T-shirt from the Tim Burton Batman. She wasn’t self-conscious about the clothes—they made sense for deep cleaning—but there was something surreal about the combination of these particular clothes and this particular door.

“I can’t believe you still have that T-shirt,” Marco said when he stepped out onto the stoop. “Mine disintegrated. Do you remember we all skipped school to go to the first showing?”

“Yeah. I didn’t even know my mom still had it. I thought she’d thrown it out years ago.”

“Cool—and thanks for doing this. I told myself I wouldn’t ask anybody, but if someone offered I’d take them up on it. Promise me you won’t think less of me for the way this looks? Our parents gave him the house. I tried to help him when I visited, but he didn’t really let me, and he made it clear if I pushed too hard I wouldn’t be welcome anymore.”

Stella nodded. “I promise.”

He handed her a pair of latex gloves and a paper mask to cover her mouth and nose; she considered for the first time how bad it might be. She hadn’t even really registered that he had squeezed through a cracked door and greeted her outside. The lawn was manicured, the flower beds mulched and weeded and ready for the spring that promised to erupt at any moment, if winter ever agreed to depart. The shutters sported fresh white paint.

Which was why she was surprised when Marco cracked the door again to enter, leaving only enough room for her to squeeze through as she followed. Something was piled behind the door. Also beside the door, in front of the door, and in every available space in the entranceway. A narrow path led forward to the kitchen, another into the living room, another upstairs.

“Oh,” she said.

He glanced back at her. “It’s not too late to back out. You didn’t know what you were signing up for.”

“I didn’t,” she admitted. “But it’s okay. Do you have a game plan?”

“Dining room, living room, rec room, bedrooms, in that order. I have no clue how long any room will take, so whatever we get done is fine. Most of what you’ll find is garbage, which can go into bags I’ll take to the dumpster in the yard. Let me know if you see anything you think I might care about. We should probably work in the same room, anyhow, since I don’t want either of us dying under a pile. That was all I thought about while I cleaned a path through the kitchen to get to the dumpster: If I get buried working in here alone, nobody will ever find me.”

“Dining room it is, then.” She tried to inject enthusiasm into her voice, or at least moral support.

It was strange seeing a house where she had spent so much time reduced to such a fallen state. She didn’t think she’d have been able to say where a side table or a bookcase had stood, but there they were, in the deepest strata, and she remembered.

They’d met here to go to prom, ten of them. Marco’s father had photographed the whole group together, only saying once, “In my day, people went to prom with dates,” and promptly getting shushed by Marco’s mother. Denny had sat on the stairs and watched them, omnipresent notebook in his hands. It hadn’t felt weird until Marco told him to go upstairs, and then suddenly it had gone from just another family member watching the festivities to something more unsettling.

She and Marco went through the living room to the dining room. A massive table still dominated the room, though it was covered with glue sticks and paintbrushes and other art supplies. Every other surface in the room held towering piles, but the section demarcated by paint-smeared newspaper suggested Denny had actually used the table.

She smelled the kitchen from ten feet away. Her face must have shown it, because Marco said, “I’m serious. Don’t go in there unless you have to. I’ve got all the windows open and three fans blowing but it’s not enough. I thought we could start in here because it might actually be easiest. You can do the sideboard and the china cabinets and I’ll work on clearing the table. Two categories: garbage and maybe-not-garbage, which includes personal stuff and anything you think might be valuable. Dying is shockingly expensive.”

Stella didn’t know if that referred to Denny’s death—she didn’t know how he’d died—or to the funeral, and she didn’t want to ask. She wondered why Marco had chosen the impersonal job with no decisions involved, but when she came to one of his grandmother’s porcelain teacups, broken by the weight of everything layered on top of it, she thought she understood. He didn’t necessarily remember what was under here, but seeing it damaged would be harder than if Stella just threw it in a big black bag. The items would jog memories; their absence would not.

She also came to understand the purpose of the latex gloves. The piles held surprises. Papers layered on papers layered on toys and antiques, then, suddenly, mouse turds or a cat’s hairball or the flattened tendril of some once-green plant or something moldering and indefinable. Denny had apparently smoked, too; every few layers, a full ashtray made an appearance. The papers were for the most part easy discards: the news and obituary sections of the local weekly newspaper, going back ten, fifteen, thirty-five years, some with articles cut out.

Here and there, she came across something that had survived: a silver platter, a resilient teapot, a framed photo. She placed those on the table in the space Marco had cleared. For a while it felt like she was just shifting the mess sideways, but eventually she began to recognize progress in the form of the furniture under the piles. When Marco finished, he dragged her garbage bags through the kitchen and out to the dumpster, then started sifting through the stuff she’d set aside. He labeled three boxes: “keep,” “donate,” and “sell.” Some items took him longer than others; she decided not to ask how he made the choices. If he wanted to talk, he’d talk.

“Stop for lunch?” Marco asked when the table at last held only filled boxes.

Stella’s stomach had started grumbling an hour before; she was more than happy to take a break. She reached instinctively for her phone to check the time, then stopped herself and peeled the gloves off the way she’d learned in first aid in high school, avoiding contamination. “I need to wash my hands.”

“Do it at the deli on the corner. You don’t want to get near any of these sinks.”

The deli on the corner hadn’t been there when they were kids. What had been? A real estate office or something else that hadn’t registered in her teenage mind. Now it was a hipster re-creation of a deli, really, complete with order numbers from a wall dispenser. A butcher with a waxed mustache took their order.

“Did he go to school with us?” Stella whispered to Marco, watching the butcher.

He nodded. “Chris Bethel. He was in the class between us and Denny, except he had a different name back then.”

In that moment, she remembered Chris Bethel, pre-transition, playing Viola in Twelfth Night like a person who knew what it was to be shipwrecked on a strange shore. Good for him.

While they waited, she ducked into the bathroom to scrub her hands. She smelled like the house now, and hoped nobody else noticed.

Marco had already claimed their sandwiches, in plastic baskets and waxed paper, and chosen a corner table away from the other customers. They took their first few bites without speaking. Marco hadn’t said much all morning, and Stella had managed not to give in to her usual need to fill silences, but now she couldn’t help it.

“Where do you live? And how long have you and Justin been together?”

“Outside Boston,” he said. “And fifteen years. How about you?”

“Chicago. Divorced. One son, Cooper. I travel a lot. I work sales for a coffee distributor.”

Even as she spoke, she hated that she’d said it. None of it was true. She had always done that, inventing things when she had no reason to lie, just because they sounded interesting, or because it gave her a thrill. If he had asked to see pictures of her nonexistent son Cooper, she’d have nothing to show. Not to mention she had no idea what a coffee distributor did.

Marco didn’t seem to notice, or else he knew it wasn’t true and filed it away as proof they had drifted apart for a reason. They finished their sandwiches in silence.

● ● ●

“Tackle the living room next?” Marco asked. “Or the rec room?”

“Rec room,” she said. It was farther from the kitchen.

Farther from the kitchen, but the basement litter pans lent a different odor and trapped it in the windowless space. She sighed and tugged the mask up.

Marco did the same. “The weird thing is I haven’t found a cat. I’m hoping maybe it was indoor-outdoor or something . . . ”

Stella didn’t know how to respond, so she said, “Hmm,” and resolved to be extra careful when sticking her hands into anything.

The built-in bookshelves on the back wall held tubs and tubs of what looked like holiday decorations.

“What do you want to do with holiday stuff?” Stella pulled the nearest box forward on the shelf and peered inside. Halloween and Christmas, mostly, but all mixed together, so reindeer ornaments and spider lights negotiated a fragile peace.

“I’d love to say toss it, but I think we need to take everything out, in case.”

“In case?”

He tossed her a sealed package to inspect. It held two droid ornaments, like R2-D2 but different colors. “Collector’s item, mint condition. I found it a minute ago, under a big ball of tinsel and plastic reindeer. It’s like this all over the house: valuable stuff hidden with the crap. A prize in every fucking box.”

The size of the undertaking was slowly dawning on her. “How long are you here for?”

“I’ve got a good boss. She said I could work from here until I had all Denny’s stuff in order. I was thinking a week, but it might be more like a month, given everything . . . ”

“A month! We made good progress today, though . . . ”

“You haven’t seen upstairs. Or the garage. There’s a lot, Stella. The dining room was probably the easiest other than the kitchen, which will be one hundred percent garbage.”

“That’s if he didn’t stash more collectibles in the flour.”

Marco blanched. “Oh god. How did I not think of that?”

Part of her wanted to offer to help again, but she didn’t think she could stomach the stench for two days in a row, and she was supposed to be spending time with her parents, who already said she didn’t come home enough. She wanted to offer, but she didn’t want him to take her up on it. “I’ll come back if I can.”

He didn’t respond, since that was obviously a lie. They returned to the task at hand: the ornaments, the decorations, the toys, the games, the stacks of DVDs and VHS tapes and records and CDs and cassettes, the prizes hidden not in every box, but in enough to make the effort worthwhile. Marco was right that the dining room had been easier. He’d decided to donate all the cassettes, DVDs, and videotapes, but said the vinyl might actually be worth something. She didn’t know anything about records, so she categorized them as playable and not, removing each from its sleeve to examine for warp and scratches. It was tedious work.

It took two hours for her to find actual equipment Denny might have played any of the media on: a small television on an Ikea TV stand, a stereo and turntable on the floor, then another television behind the first.

It was an old set, built into a wooden cabinet that dwarfed the actual screen. She hadn’t seen one like this in years; it reminded her of her grandparents. She tried to remember if it had been down here when they were kids.

Something about it—the wooden cabinet, or maybe the dial—made her ask, “Do you remember The Uncle Bob Show?”

Which of course he didn’t, nobody did, she had made it up on the spot, like she often did.

Which was why it was so weird that Marco said, “Yeah! And the way he looked straight into the camera. It was like he saw me, specifically me. Scared me to death, but he said, ‘Come back next week,’ and I always did because I felt like he’d get upset otherwise.”

As he said it, Stella remembered too. The way Uncle Bob looked straight into the camera, and not in a friendly Mr. Rogers way. Uncle Bob was the anti-Mr. Rogers. A cautionary uncle, not predatory, but not kind.

“It was a local show,” she said aloud, testing for truth.

Marco nodded. “Filmed at the public broadcast station. Denny was in the audience a few times.”

Stella pictured Denny as she had known him, a hulking older teen. Marco must have realized the disconnect, because he added, “I mean when he was little. Seven or eight, maybe? The first season? That would make us five. Yeah, that makes sense, since I was really jealous, but my mom said you had to be seven to go on it.”

Stella resized the giant to a large boy. Audience didn’t feel like exactly the right word, but she couldn’t remember why.

Marco crossed the room to dig through the VHS tapes they’d discarded. “Here.”

It took him a few minutes to connect the VCR to the newer television. The screen popped and crackled as he hit play.

The show started with an oddly familiar instrumental theme song. The Uncle Bob Show appeared in block letters, then the logo faded and the screen went black. A door opened, and Stella realized it wasn’t dead-screen black but a matte black room. The studio was painted black, with no furniture except a single black wooden chair.

Children spilled through the door, running straight for the camera—no, running straight for the secret compartments in the floor, all filled with toys. In that environment, the colors of the toys and the children’s clothes were shocking, delicious, welcoming, warm. Blocks, train sets, plastic animals. That was why audience had bothered her. They weren’t an audience; they were half the show, half the camera’s focus. After a chaotic moment where they sorted who got possession of what, they settled in to play.

Uncle Bob entered a few minutes later. He was younger than Stella expected, his hair dark and full, his long face unlined. He walked with a ramrod spine and a slight lean at the hips, his arms clasped behind him giving him the look of a flightless bird. He made his way to the chair, somehow avoiding the children at his feet even though he was already looking straight into the camera.

He sat. Stella had the eeriest feeling, even now, that his eyes focused on her. “How on earth did this guy get a TV show?”

“Right? That’s Denny there.” Marco paused the tape and pointed at a boy behind and to the right of the chair. Her mental image hadn’t been far off; Denny was bigger than all the other kids. He had a train car in each hand, and was holding the left one out to a little girl. The image of him playing well with others surprised Stella; she’d figured he’d always been a loner. She opened her mouth to say that, then closed it again. It was fine for Marco to say whatever he wanted about his brother, but it might not be appropriate for her to bring it up.

Marco pressed play again. The girl took the train from Denny and smiled. In the foreground, Uncle Bob started telling a story. Stella had forgotten the storytelling, too. That was the whole show: children doing their thing, and Uncle Bob telling completely unrelated stories. He paid little attention to the kids, though they sometimes stopped playing to listen to him.

The story was weird. Something about a boy buried alive in a hillside—“planted,” in his words—who took over the entire hillside, like a weed, and spread for miles around.

Stella shook her head. “That’s fucked up. If I had a kid I wouldn’t let them watch this. Nightmare city.”

Marco gave her a look. “I thought you said you had a kid?”

“I mean if I’d had a kid back when this was on.” She was usually more careful with the lying game. Why had she said she had a son, anyway? She’d be found out the second Marco ran into her parents.

It was a dumb game, really. She didn’t even remember when she’d started playing it. College, maybe. The first chance she’d had to reinvent herself, so why not do it wholesale? The rules were simple: Never lie about something anyone could verify independently; never lose track of the lies; keep them consistent and believable. That was why in college she’d claimed she’d made the varsity volleyball team in high school, but injured her knee so spectacularly in practice she’d never been able to play any sport again, and she’d once flashed an AP physics class, and she’d auditioned for the Jeopardy! Teen Tournament but been cut when she accidentally said “fuck” to Alex Trebek. Then she just had to live up to her reputation as someone who’d lived so much by eighteen that she could coast on her former cool.

Uncle Bob’s story was still going. “They dug me out of the hillside on my thirteenth birthday. It’s good to divide rhizomes to give them room to grow.”

“Did he say ‘me’?”

“A lot of his stories went like that, Stella. They started out like fairy tales, but somewhere in the middle he shifted into first person. I don’t know if he had a bad writer or what.”

“And did he say ‘rhizome’? Who says ‘rhizome’ to seven-year-olds?” Stella hit the stop button. “Okay. Back to work. I remember now. That’s plenty.”

Marco frowned. “We can keep working, but I’d like to keep this on in the background now that we’ve found it. It’s nice to see Denny. That Denny, especially.”

That Denny: Denny frozen in time, before he got weird.

Stella started on the boxes in the back, leaving the stuff near the television to Marco. Snippets of story drifted her way, about the boy’s family, but much, much older than when they’d buried him. His brothers were fathers now, their children the nieces and nephews of the teenager they’d dug from the hillside. Then the oddly upbeat theme song twice in a row—that episode’s end and another’s beginning.

“Marco?” she asked. “How long did this run?”

“I dunno. A few years, at least.”

“Did you ever go on it? Like Denny?”

“No. I . . . hmm. I guess by the time I’d have been old enough, Denny had started acting strange, and my parents liked putting us into activities we could both do at the same time.”

They kept working. The next Uncle Bob story that drifted her way centered on a child who got lost. Stella kept waiting for it to turn into a familiar children’s story, but it didn’t. Just a kid who got lost and when she found her way home she realized she’d arrived back without her body, and her parents didn’t even notice the difference.

“Enough,” Stella said from across the room. “That was enough to give me nightmares, and I’m an adult. Fuck. Watch more after I leave if you want.”

“Okay. Time to call it quits, anyway. You’ve been here like nine hours.”

She didn’t argue. She waited until they got out the front door to peel off the mask and gloves.

“It was good to hang out with you,” she said.

“You, too. Look me up if you ever get to Boston.”

She couldn’t tell him to do the same with Chicago, so she said, “Will do.” She realized she’d never asked what he did for a living, but it seemed like an awkward time. It wasn’t until after she’d walked away that she realized he’d said goodbye as if she wasn’t returning the next day. She definitely wasn’t, especially if he kept binging that creepy show.

When she returned to her parents’ house she made a beeline for the shower. After twenty minutes’ scrubbing, she still couldn’t shake the smell. She dumped the clothes in the garbage instead of the laundry and took the bag to the outside bin, where it could stink as much as it needed to stink.

Her parents were sitting on the screened porch out front, as they often did once the evenings got warm enough, both with glasses of iced tea on the wrought iron table between them as if it were already summer. Her mother had a magazine open on her lap—she still subscribed to all her scientific journals, though she’d retired years before—and her father was solving a math puzzle on his tablet, which Stella could tell by his intense concentration.

“That bad?” Her mother lifted an eyebrow at her as she returned from the garbage.

“That bad.”

She went into the house and poured herself a glass to match her parents’. Something was roasting in the oven, and the kitchen was hot and smelled like onions and butter. She closed her eyes and pressed the glass against her forehead, letting the oven and the ice battle over her body temperature, then returned to sit on the much cooler porch, picking the empty chair with the better view of the dormant garden.

“Grab the cushion from the other chair if you’re going to sit in that one,” her father said.

She did as he suggested. “I don’t see why you don’t have cushions for both chairs. What if you have a couple over? Do they have to fight over who gets the comfortable seat versus who gets the view?”

He shrugged. “Nobody’s complained.”

They generally operated on a complaint system. Maybe that was where she’d gotten the habit of lies and exaggeration: She’d realized early that only extremes elicited a response.

“How did dinner look?” he asked.

“I didn’t check. It smelled great, if that counts for anything.”

He grunted, the sound both a denial and the effort of getting up, and went inside. Stella debated taking his chair, but it wasn’t worth the scene. A wasp hovered near the screen and she watched it for a moment, glad it was on the other side.

“Hey, Ma, do you remember The Uncle Bob Show?”

“Of course.” She closed her magazine and hummed something that sounded half like Uncle Bob’s theme song and half like The Partridge Family theme. Stella hadn’t noticed the similarity between the two tunes; it was a ridiculously cheery theme song for such a dark show.

“Who was that guy? Why did they give him a kids’ show?”

“The public television station had funding trouble and dumped all the shows they had to pay for—we had to get cable for you to watch Sesame Street and Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. They had all these gaps to fill in their schedule, so anybody with a low budget idea could get on. That one lasted longer than most—four or five years, I think.”

“And nobody said, ‘That’s some seriously weird shit?’ ”

“Oh, we all did, but someone at the station argued there were plenty of peace-and-love shows around, and some people like to be scared, and it’s not like it was full of violence or sex, and just because a show had kids in it didn’t mean it was a kids’ show.”

“They expected adults to watch? That’s even weirder. What time was it on?”

“Oh, I don’t remember. Saturday night? Saturday morning?”

Huh. Maybe he was more like those old monster movie hosts. “That’s deeply strange, even for the eighties. And who was the guy playing Uncle Bob? I tried looking it up on IMDB, but there’s no page. Not on Wikipedia either. Our entire world is fueled by nostalgia, but there’s nothing on this show. Where’s the online fan club, the community of collectors? Anything.”

Her mother frowned, clearly still stuck on trying to dredge up a name. She shook her head. “Definitely Bob, a real Bob, but I can’t remember his last name. He must’ve lived somewhere nearby, because I ran into him at the drugstore and the hardware store a few times while the show was on the air.”

Stella tried to picture that strange man in a drugstore, looming behind her in line, telling her stories about the time he picked up photos from a vacation but when he looked at them, he was screaming in every photo. If he were telling that story on the show, he’d end it with, “and then you got home from the drugstore with your photos, but when you looked at them, you were screaming in every photo too.” Great. Now she’d creeped herself out without his help.

“How did I not have nightmares?”

“We talked about that possibility—all the mothers—but you weren’t disturbed. None of you kids ever complained. It was a nice break, to chat with the other moms while you all played in such a contained space.”

There was a vast difference between “never complained” and “weren’t disturbed” that Stella would have liked to unpack, but she fixated on a different detail. “Contained space—you mean while we watched TV, right?”

“No, dear. The studio. It looked much larger on television, but the cameras formed this nice ring around three sides, and you all understood you weren’t supposed to leave during that half hour except for a bathroom emergency. You all played and we sat around and had coffee. It was the only time in my week when I didn’t feel like I was supposed to be doing something else.”

It took Stella a few seconds to realize the buzzing noise in her head wasn’t the wasp on the screen. “What are you talking about? I was on the show?”

“Nearly every kid in town was on it at some point. Everyone except Marco, because his brother was acting up by the time you two were old enough, and Celeste pulled Denny and enrolled both boys in karate instead.”

“But me? Ma, I don’t remember that at all.” The idea that she didn’t know something about herself that others knew bothered her more than she could express. “You aren’t making this up?”

“Why would I lie? I’m sure there are other things you don’t remember. Getting lice in third grade?”

“You shaved my head. Of course I remember. The whole class got it, but I was the only one whose mother shaved her head.”

“I didn’t have time to comb through it, honey. Something more benign? Playing at Tamar Siegel’s house?”

“Who’s Tamar Siegel?”

“See? The Siegels moved to town for a year when you were in second grade. They had a jungle gym that you loved. You didn’t think much of the kid, but you liked her yard and her dog. We got on well with her parents; I was sad when they left.”

Stella flashed on a tall backyard slide and a golden retriever barking at her when she climbed the ladder and left it below. A memory she’d never have dredged up unprompted. Nothing special about it: a person whose face she couldn’t recall, a backyard slide, an experience supplanted by other experiences. Generic kid, generic fun. A placeholder memory.

“Okay, I get that there are things that didn’t stick with me, and things that I think I remember once you remind me, but it doesn’t explain why I don’t remember a blacked-out TV studio or giant cameras or a creepy host. You forget the things that don’t stand out, sure, but this seems, I don’t know, formative.”

Her mother shrugged. “You’re making a big deal of nothing.”

“Nothing? Did you listen to his stories?”

“Fairy tales.”

“Now I know you didn’t listen. He was telling horror stories to seven-year-olds.”

“Fairy tales are horror stories, and like I said, you didn’t complain. You mostly played with the toys.”

“What about the kids at home watching? The stories were the focus if you weren’t in the studio.”

“If they were as bad as you say, hopefully parents paid attention and watched with their children and whatever else the experts these days say comprises good parenting. You’re looking through a prism of now, baby. Have you ever seen early Sesame Street? I remember a sketch where a puppet with no facial features goes to a human for ‘little girl eyes.’ You and your friends watched shows, and if they scared you, you turned them off. You played outside. You cut your Halloween candy in half to make sure there were no razor blades inside. If you want to tell me I’m a terrible parent for putting you on that show with your friends, feel free, but since it took you thirty-five years to bring this up, I’m going to assume it didn’t wreck your life.”

Her father rang the dinner gong inside the house, a custom her parents found charming and Stella had always considered overkill in a family as small as theirs. She and her mother stood. Their glasses were still mostly full, the melting ice having replaced what they’d sipped.

She continued thinking over dinner, while she related everything she and Marco had unearthed to her mildly curious parents, and after, while scrubbing the casserole dish. What her mother said was true: She hadn’t been driven to therapy by the show. She didn’t remember any nightmares. It just felt strange to be missing something so completely, not to mention the questions that arose about what else she could be missing if she could be missing that. It was an unpleasant feeling.

After dinner, while her parents watched some reality show, she pulled out a photo album from the early eighties. Her family hadn’t been much for photographic documentation, so there was just the one, chronological and well labeled, commemorating Stella at the old school playground before they pulled it out and replaced it with safer equipment, at a zoo, at the Independence Day parade. It was true, she didn’t recall those particular moments, but she believed she’d been there. The Uncle Bob Show felt different. The first time she’d uttered the show’s name, she’d thought she’d made it up.

She texted Marco: “Did Denny have all the Uncle Bob episodes on tape or only the ones he was in? Thanks!” She added a smiley face then erased it before she hit send. It felt falsely cheery instead of appreciative. His brother had just died.

She settled on the couch beside her parents. While they watched TV, she surfed the web looking for information about The Uncle Bob Show, but found nothing. In the era of kittens with Twitter accounts and sandwiches with their own Instagrams and fandoms for every conceivable property, it seemed impossible for something to be so utterly missing.

Not that it deserved a fandom; she just figured everything had one. Where were the ironic logo T-shirts? Where was the episode wiki explaining what happened in every Uncle Bob story? Where were the “Whatever happened to?” articles? The tell-alls by the kids or the director or the camera operator? The easy answer was that it was such a terrible show, or such a small show, that nobody cared. She didn’t care either; she just needed to know. Not the same thing.

● ● ●

The next morning, she drove out to the public television station on the south end of town. She’d passed it so many times, but until now she wouldn’t have said she’d ever been inside. Nothing about the interior rang a bell either, though it looked like it had been redone fairly recently, with an airy design that managed to say both modern and trapped in time.

“Can I help you?” The receptionist’s trifocals reflected her computer’s spreadsheet back at Stella. A phone log by her right hand was covered with sketched faces; the sketches were excellent. Grace Hernandez, according to her name plaque.

Stella smiled. “I probably should have called, but I wondered if you have archives of shows produced here a long time ago? My mother wants a video of a show I was on as a kid and I didn’t want her to have to come over here for nothing.”

Even while she said it, she wondered why she had to lie. Wouldn’t it have been just as easy to say she wanted to see it herself? She’d noticed an older receptionist and decided to play on her sympathies, but there was no reason to assume her own story wasn’t compelling.

“Normally we’d have you fill out a request form, but it’s a slow day. I can see if someone is here to help you.” Grace picked up a phone and called one number, then disconnected and tried another. Someone answered, because she repeated Stella’s story, then turned back to her. “He’ll be out in a sec.”

She gestured to a glass-and-wood waiting area, and Stella sat. A flat screen overhead played what Stella assumed was their station, on mute, and a few issues of a public media trade magazine called Current were piled neatly on the low table.

A small man—a little person? Was that the right term?—came around the corner into reception. He was probably around her age, but she would have remembered him if he’d gone to school with her.

“Hi,” he said. “I’m Jeff Stills. Grace says you’re looking for a show?”

“Yes, my mother—”

“Grace said. Let’s see what we can do.”

He handed her a laminated guest pass on a lanyard and waited while she put it on, then led her through a security door and down a long, low-ceilinged corridor, punctuated by framed stills from various shows. No Uncle Bob. “Have you been here before?”

“When I was a kid.”

“Hmm. I’ll bet it looks pretty different. This whole back area was redone around 2005, after the roof damage. Then the lobby about five years ago.”

She hadn’t had any twinges of familiarity, but at least that explained some of it. She’d forgotten about the blizzard that wrecked the roof; she’d been long gone by then.

“Hopefully whatever you’re looking for wasn’t among the stuff that got damaged by the storm. What are you looking for?”

“The Uncle Bob Show. Do you know it?”

“Only by name. I’ve seen the tapes on the shelf, but in the ten years I’ve been here, nobody has ever asked for a clip. Any good?”

“No.” Stella didn’t hesitate. “It’s like those late-night horror hosts, Vampira or Elvira or whatever, except they forgot to run a movie and instead let the host blather on.”

They came to a nondescript door. The low-ceilinged hallway had led her to expect low-ceilinged rooms, but the space they entered was more of a warehouse. A long desk cluttered with computers and various machinery occupied the front, and then the space opened into row upon row of metal shelving units. The aisles were wide enough to accommodate rolling ladders.

“We’ve been working on digitizing, but we have fifty years of material in here, and some stuff has priority.”

“Is that what you do? Digitize?”

“Nah. We have interns for that. I catalogue new material as it comes in, and find stuff for people when they need clips. Mostly staff, but sometimes for networks, local news, researchers, that kind of thing.”

“Sounds fun,” Stella said. “How did you get into the field?”

“I majored in history, but never committed enough to any one topic for academic research. Ended up at library school, and eventually moved here. It is fun! I get a little bit of everything. Like today: a mystery show.”

“Total mystery.”

She followed him down the main aisle, then several aisles over, almost to the back wall. He pointed at some boxes above her head.

“Wow,” she said. “Do you know where everything is without looking it up?”

“Well, it’s alphabetical, so yeah, but also they’re next to Underground, which I get a lot of requests for. Do you know what year you need?”

“1982? My mother couldn’t remember exactly, but that’s the year I turned seven.”

Jeff disappeared and returned pushing a squeaking ladder along its track. He climbed up for the “Uncle Bob Show 1982” box. It looked like there were five years’ worth, 1980 to 1985. She followed him back toward the door, where he pointed her to an office chair.

“We have strict protocols for handling media that hasn’t been backed up yet. If you tell me which tapes you want to watch, I’ll queue them up for you.”

“Hmm. Well, my birthday is in July, so let’s pick one in the last quarter of the year first, to see if I’m in there.”

“You don’t know if you are?”

She didn’t want to admit she didn’t remember. “I just don’t know when.”

He handed her a pair of padded headphones and rummaged in the box. She’d been expecting VHS tapes, but these looked like something else—Betamax, she guessed.

The show’s format was such that she didn’t have to watch much to figure out if she was in it or not. The title card came on, then the episode’s children rushed in. She didn’t see herself. She wondered again if this was a joke on her mother’s part.

“Wait—what was the date on this one?”

Jeff studied the label on the box. “October ninth.”

“I’m sorry. That’s my mother’s birthday. There’s no way she stood around in a television studio that day. Maybe the next week?”

He ejected the tape and put it back in its box and put in another, but that one obviously had some kind of damage, all static.

“Third time’s the charm,” he said, going for the next tape. He seemed to believe it himself, because he dragged another chair over and plugged in a second pair of headphones. “Do you mind?”

She shook her head and rolled her chair slightly to the right to give him a better angle. The title card appeared.

“It’s a good thing nobody knows about this show or they’d have been sued over this theme song,” he said.

Stella didn’t answer. She was busy watching the children. She recognized the first few kids: Lee Pool first, a blond beanpole; poor Dan Heller; Addie Chapel, whose mother had been everyone’s pediatrician.

And then there she was, little Stella Gardiner, one of the last through the door. She wasn’t used to competing for toys, so maybe she didn’t know she needed to get in early, or maybe they were assigned an order behind the scenes. She’d thought seeing herself on screen would jog her memory, give her the studio or the stories or the backstage snacks, but she still had no recollection. She pointed at herself on the monitor for Jeff’s benefit, to show they’d found her. He gave her a thumbs-up.

Little Stella seemed to know where she was going, even if she wasn’t first to get there. Lee Pool already had the T. rex, but she wouldn’t have cared. She’d liked the big dinosaurs, the bigger the better. She emerged from the toy pit with a matched pair. Brontosaurus, apatosaurus, whatever they called them these days. She could never wrap her head around something that large having existed. So yeah, the dinosaurs made sense—it was her, even if she still didn’t remember it.

She carried the two dinosaurs toward the set’s edge, where she collected some wooden trees and sat down. She was an only child, used to playing alone, and this clearly wasn’t her first time in this space.

The camera lost her. The focus, of course, was on Uncle Bob. She had been watching herself and missed his entrance. He sat in his chair, children playing around him. Dan Heller zoomed around the set like a satellite in orbit, a model airplane in hand.

“Once upon a time there was a little boy who wanted to go fast.” Uncle Bob started a story without waiting for anyone to pay attention.

“He liked everything fast. Cars, motorcycles, boats, airplanes. Bicycles were okay, but not the same thrill. When he rode in his father’s car, he pretended they were racing the cars beside them. Sometimes they won, but mostly somebody quit the race. His father was not a fast driver. The little boy knew that if he drove, he’d win all the races. He wouldn’t stop when he won, either. He’d keep going.

“He liked the sound of motors. He liked the way they rumbled deep enough to rattle his teeth in his head, and his bones beneath his skin; he liked the way they shut all the thinking out. He liked the smell of gasoline and the way it burned his nostrils. His family’s neighbors had motorcycles they rode on weekends, and if he played in the front yard they’d sometimes let him sit on one with them before they roared away, leaving too much quiet behind. When they drove off, he tried to recreate the sound, making as much noise as possible until his father told him to be quiet, then to shut up, then ‘For goodness sake, what does a man have to do to get some peace and quiet around here on a Saturday morning?’ ”

Dan paused his orbit and turned to face the storyteller. Two other kids had stopped to pay attention as well; Stella and the others continued playing on the periphery.

“The boy got his learner’s permit on the very first day he was allowed. He skipped school for it rather than wait another second. He had saved his paper route money for driving lessons and a used motorbike. As soon as he had his full license, he did what he had always wanted to do: He drove as fast as he could down the highway, past all the cars, and then he kept driving forever. The end.”

Uncle Bob shifted back in his chair as he finished. Dan watched him for a little longer, then launched himself again, circling the scattered toys and children faster than before.

Jeff sat back as well. “What kind of story was that?”

Stella frowned. “A deeply messed up one. That kid with the airplane—Dan Heller—drove off the interstate the summer after junior year. He was racing someone in the middle of the night and missed a curve.”

“Oof. Quite the coincidence.”

“Yeah . . . ”

Uncle Bob started telling another story, this one about a vole living in a hole on a grassy hillside that started a conversation with the child sleeping in the hole next door.

“Do you want to watch the whole episode? Is this the one you need?”

“I think I need to look at a couple more?” She didn’t know what she was looking for. “Sorry for putting you out. I don’t mean to take up so much time.”

“It’s fine! This is interesting. The show is terrible, from any standpoint. The story was terrible, the production is terrible. I can’t even decide if this whole shtick is campy bad or bad bad. Leaning toward the latter.”

“I don’t think there’s anything redeeming,” Stella said, her mind still on Dan Heller. Did his parents remember this story? “Can we look at the next one? October 30th?”

“Coming up.” Jeff appeared to have forgotten she’d said she was looking for something specific, and she didn’t remind him, since she still couldn’t think of an appropriate detail.

Little Stella was second through the door this time, behind Tina, whose last name she didn’t remember. She paused and looked out past a camera, probably looking for her mother, then kept moving when she realized more kids were coming through behind her. Head for the toys. Claim what’s yours. Brontosaurus and T. rex and a blue whale. Whales were almost as cool as dinosaurs.

Tina had claimed a triceratops and looked like she wanted the brontosaurus. They sat down on the edge of the toy pit to negotiate. Uncle Bob watched them play, which gave Stella the eeriest feeling of being watched, even though she still felt like the kid on the screen wasn’t her.

“So what was it like?” Jeff asked, but Stella didn’t answer. Uncle Bob had started a story. He looked straight into the camera. This time it felt like he was truly looking straight at her. This was the one. She knew it.

“Once upon a time, there was a little girl who didn’t know who she was. Many children don’t know who they will be, and that’s not unusual, but what was unusual in this case was that the girl was willing to trade who she was for who she could be, so she began to do just that. Little by little, she replaced herself with parts of other people she liked better. Parts of stories she wanted to live. Nobody lied like this girl. She believed her own stories so completely, she forgot which ones were true and which were false.

“If you’ve ever heard of a cuckoo bird, they lay their eggs in other birds’ nests, so those birds are forced to raise them for their own. This girl was her own cuckoo, laying stories in her own head, and the heads of those around her, until even she couldn’t remember which ones were true, or if there was anything left of her.”

Uncle Bob went silent, watching the children play. After a minute, he started telling another story about the boy in the hill, and how happy he was whenever he had friends over to visit. That story ended, and a graphic appeared on the screen with an address for fan mail. Stella pulled a pen from her purse and wrote it down as the theme music played out.

“Are you sending him a letter?” The archivist had dropped his headphones and was watching her.

She shrugged. “Just curious.”

“Is this the one, then?”

“The one?”

He frowned. “You said you wanted a copy for your mother.”

“Yes! That would be lovely. This is the one she mentioned.”

He pulled a DVD off a bulk spindle and rewound the tape. “You didn’t say what it was like. Was he weird off camera too?”

“Yes,” she said, though she didn’t remember. “But he kept to himself. Just stayed in his dressing room until it was time to go on.”

Jeff didn’t reply, and something subtle changed about the way he interacted with her. What if there hadn’t been a dressing room? He might know. When had she gotten so sloppy with her stories? Maybe it was because she was distracted. Her mother had told the truth: She’d been on a creepy TV show of which she had no memory. And what was it? Performance art? Storytelling? Fairy tales or horror? All of the above? She thanked Jeff and left.

She had just walked into her parents’ house when Marco called. “Can you come back? There’s something I need to show you.”

She headed out to Denny’s house. She paused on the step, realizing she was in nicer clothes this time. Hopefully she wouldn’t be there long.

“Hey,” she said when Marco answered the door. Even though she braced for the odor, it hit her hard.

He waved her in, talking as he navigated the narrow path he’d cleared up the stairs. “I thought I’d work on Denny’s bedroom today, and, well . . . ”

He held out an arm in the universal gesture of “go ahead,” so she entered. The room had precarious ceiling-high stacks on every surface, including the floor and bed, piles everywhere except a path to an open walk-in closet. She stepped forward.

“What is that?”

“The word I came up with was ‘shrine,’ but I don’t think that’s right.”

It was the sparest space in the house. She’d expected a dowel crammed end to end with clothes, straining under the weight, but the closet was empty except for—“shrine” was indeed the wrong word. This wasn’t worship.

The most eye-catching piece, the thing she saw first, was a hand-painted Uncle Bob doll propped in the back corner. It looked like it had been someone else first—Vincent Price, maybe. Next to it stood a bobblehead and an action figure, both mutated from other characters, and one made of clay and plant matter, seemingly from scratch. Beside those, a black leather notebook, a pile of VHS tapes, and a single DVD. Tacked to the wall behind them, portraits of Uncle Bob in paint, in colored pencil, macaroni, photo collage, in, oh god, was that cat hair? And beside those, stills from the show printed on copier paper: Uncle Bob telling a story; Uncle Bob staring straight into the camera, an assortment of children. Her own still was toward the bottom right. Marco wasn’t in any of them.

“That’s the thing that guts me.”

Stella turned, expecting to see Marco pointing to the art or the dolls, but she’d been too busy looking at those to notice the filthy pillow and blanket in the opposite corner. “He slept here?”

“It’s the only place he could have.” Marco’s voice was strangled, like he was trying not to cry.

She didn’t know what to say to make him feel better about his brother having lived liked this. She picked up the notebook and paged through it. Each page had a name block-printed on top, then a dense scrawl in black, then, in a different pen, something else. Not impossible to read, but difficult, writing crammed into every available inch, no space between words even. She remembered this notebook; it was the one teenage Denny always had on him.

“Take it,” Marco said. “Take whatever you want. I can’t do this anymore. I’m going home.”

She took the notebook and the DVD, and squeezed Marco’s arm, unsure whether he would want or accept a hug.

Her parents were out when she got back to their house, so she slipped the DVD into their machine. It didn’t work. She took it upstairs and tried it in her mother’s old desktop computer instead. The computer made a sound like a jet plane taking off, and opened a menu with one episode listed: March 13, 1980.

It started the same way all the other episodes had started. The kids, Uncle Bob. Denny was in this one; Stella had an easier time spotting him now that she knew who to look for. He went for the train set again, laying out wooden tracks alongside a kid Stella didn’t recognize.

Uncle Bob started a story. “Once upon a time, there was a boy who grew very big very quickly. He felt like a giant when he stood next to his classmates. People stopped him in hallways and told him he was going to the wrong grade’s room. His mother complained that she had to buy him new clothes constantly, and even though she did it with affection, he was too young to realize she didn’t blame him. He felt terrible about it. Tried to hide that his shoes squeezed his toes or his pants were too short again.

“His parents’ friends said, ‘Somebody’s going to be quite an athlete,’ but he didn’t feel like an athlete. More than that, he felt like he had grown so fast his head had been pushed out of his body, so he was constantly watching it from someplace just above. Messages he sent to his arms and legs took ages to get there. Everything felt small and breakable in his hands, so that when his best friend’s dog had puppies he refused to hold them, though he loved when they climbed all over him.

“The boy had a little brother. His brother was everything he wasn’t. Small, lithe, fearless. His mother told him to protect his brother, and he took that responsibility seriously. That was something that didn’t take finesse. He could do that.

“Both boys got older, but their roles didn’t change. The older brother watched his younger brother. When the smaller boy was bullied, his brother pummeled the bullies. When the younger brother made the high school varsity basketball team as a point guard his freshman year, his older brother made the team as center, even though he hated sports.

“Time passed. The older brother realized something strange. Every time he thought he had something of his own, it turned out it was his brother’s. He blinked one day and lost two entire years. How was he the older brother, the one who got new clothes, who reached new grades first, and yet still always following? Even his own story had spun out to describe him in relation to his sibling.

“And then, one day, the boy realized he had nothing at all. He was his brother’s giant shadow. He was a forward echo, a void. Nothing was his. All he could do was watch the world try to catch up with him, but he was always looking backward at it. All he could do—”

“No,” said Denny.

Stella had forgotten the kids were there, even though they were on camera the entire time. Denny had stood and walked over to where Uncle Bob was telling the story. With Uncle Bob sitting, Denny was tall enough to look him in the eye.

For the first time, Uncle Bob turned away from the camera. He assessed Denny with an unsettling smile.

“No,” Denny said again.

Now Uncle Bob glanced around as if he was no longer amused, as if someone needed to pull this child off his set. It wasn’t a tantrum, though. Denny wasn’t misbehaving, unless interrupting a story violated the rules.

Uncle Bob turned back to him. “How would you tell it?”

Denny looked less sure now.

“I didn’t think so,” said the host. “But maybe that’s enough of that story. Unless you want to tell me how you think it ends?”

Denny shook his head.

“But you know?”

Denny didn’t move.

“Maybe that’s enough. We’ll see. In any case, I have other stories to tell. We haven’t checked in on my hill today.”

Uncle Bob began to catch his audience up on the continuing adventure of the boy who’d been dug out of the hillside. The other children kept playing, and Denny? Denny looked straight into the camera, then walked off the set. He never came back. Stella didn’t have any proof, but she was pretty sure this must have been the last episode Denny took part in. He looked like a kid who was done. His expression was remarkably similar to the one she’d just seen on Marco’s face.

And what was that story? Unlike Dan Heller’s driving story, unlike the one she’d started thinking of as her own, this one wasn’t close to true. Sure, Denny had been a big kid, but neither he nor Marco played basketball. He never protected Marco from bullies. “Nothing was his” hardly fit the man whose house she’d cleaned.

Except that night, falling asleep, Stella couldn’t help but think that when she compared what she knew of Denny with that story, it seemed like Denny had set out to prove the story untrue. What would a person do if told as a child that nothing was his? Collect all the things. Leave his little brother to fend for himself. Fight it on every level possible.

Was it a freak occurrence that Denny happened to be listening when Uncle Bob told that story? Why was she assuming the story was about him at all? Maybe it was coincidence. There was nothing connecting the children to the stories except her own sense that they were connected, and Denny’s reaction on the day he quit.

She hadn’t heard hers when Uncle Bob told it, but she’d internalized it nonetheless. How much was true? She wasn’t a cuckoo bird. Her reinventions had never hurt anyone.

Marco called that night to ask if she wanted to grab one more meal before she left town, but she said she had too much to do before her flight. That was true, as was the fact that she didn’t want to see him again. Didn’t want to ask him if he’d watched the March 13 show. Didn’t want to tell him his brother had consciously refused him protection.

● ● ●

She should have gone straight to the airport in the morning, but the fan mail address she’d written down was in the same direction, if she took the back way instead of the highway. Why a show like that might get fan mail was a question for another time. This was strictly a trip to satisfy her curiosity. She drove through town, then a couple of miles past, into the network of county roads.

The mailbox stood full, overflowing, a mat of moldering envelopes around its cement base. A weather-worn “For Sale” sign had sunk into the soft ground closer to the drainage ditch. Stella turned onto the long driveway, and only after she’d almost reached the house did it occur to her that if she’d looked at the mail, she might have found his surname.

The fields on either side of the lane were tangled with weeds that didn’t look like they cared what season it was. The house, a tiny stone cottage, was equally weed-choked, but strangely familiar. If she owned this house, she’d never let it get like this, but it didn’t look like it belonged to anyone anymore. She tried a story on for size: “While I was visiting my parents, I went for a drive in the country, and I found the most darling cottage. My parents are getting older, and I had the thought that I should move closer to them. The place needed a little work, so I got it for a song.”

She liked that one.

Nobody answered when she knocked. The door was locked, and the windows were too dirty to see through, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that if she looked through he’d be sitting there, staring straight at her, waiting.

She walked around back and found the hill.

It was a funny little hill, not entirely natural looking, but what did she know? The land behind the house sloped gently upward, then steeper, hard beneath the grass but not rocky. From the slope, the cottage looked even smaller, the fields wilder, tangled, like something from a fairy tale. The view, too, felt strangely familiar.

She knew nothing more about the man who called himself Uncle Bob, but as she walked into the grass she realized this must be the hill from his stories, the stories he told when he wasn’t telling stories about the children. How did they go? She thought back to that first episode she’d watched in Denny’s basement.

Once upon a time, there was a boy whose family planted him in a hillside, so that he took over the entire hillside, like a weed. They dug me out of the hillside on my thirteenth birthday. It’s good to divide rhizomes to give them room to grow.

That story made her remember the notebook she’d taken from Denny’s house, and she rummaged for it in her purse. The notebook was alphabetical, printed in a nearly microscopic hand other than the page headings, dense. She found one for Dan Heller. She couldn’t decipher the whole story, but the first line was obviously Once upon a time, there was a little boy who wanted to go fast. She knew the rest. In blue pen, it said what she had said to Jeff the archivist: motorcycle wreck, alongside the date. That one was easy since she knew enough to fill in the parts she struggled to read. The others were trickier. There was no page for Marco, but Denny had made one for himself. It had Uncle Bob’s shadow-brother story but no update at the bottom. Nothing at all for the years between.

Who else had been on the show? Lee Pool had a page. So did Addie Chapel, who as far as Stella knew had followed in her mother’s footsteps and become a doctor. Chris Bethel, and beside him, Tina Bevins, the other dinosaur lover. If she spent enough time staring, maybe Denny’s handwriting would decipher itself.

She was afraid to turn to her own page. She knew it had to be there, on the page before Dan Heller, but she couldn’t bring herself to look, until she did. She expected this one, like Dan’s, like Denny’s own, to be easier to decipher because she knew how it would go.

October 30, 1982. Once upon a time, there was a little girl who didn’t know who she was. Many children don’t know who they will be, and that’s not unusual, but what was unusual in this case was that the girl was willing to trade who she was for who she could be, so she began to do just that. Little by little, she replaced herself with parts of other people she liked better. Parts of stories she wanted to live. Nobody lied like this girl. She believed her own stories so completely, she forgot which ones were true and which were false.

If you’ve ever heard of a cuckoo bird, they lay their eggs in other birds’ nests, so those birds are forced to raise them for their own. This girl was her own cuckoo, laying stories in her own head, and the heads of those around her, until even she couldn’t remember which ones were true, or if there was anything left of her.

There was more. Another episode, maybe? She had no idea how many she’d been on, and her research had been shoddy. Maybe every story was serialized like the boy in the hill. It took her a while to make out the next bit.

November 20, 1982. Our cuckoo girl left the nest one day to spread her wings. When she returned, she didn’t notice that nobody had missed her. She named a place where she had been, and they accepted it as truth. She made herself up, as she had always done, convincing even herself in the process. Everything was true, or true enough.

Below that, in blue pen, a strange assortment of updates from her life, as observed by Denny. Marco’s eleventh birthday party, when she’d given him juggling balls. Graduation from middle school. The summer they’d both worked at the pool, and Marco’d gotten heatstroke and thrown up all the Kool-Aid they tried to put in him, Kool-Aid red, straight into the pool like a shark attack. The time she and Marco had tried making out on his bed, only he had started giggling, and she had gotten offended, and when she stood she tripped over a juggling ball and broke her toe. All the games their friends had played in Marco’s basement: I’ve Never, even though they all knew what everyone else had done; Two Truths and a Lie, though they had all grown up together and knew everything about each other; Truth or Dare, though everyone was tired of truth, truth was terrifying, everyone chose dare, always. The Batman premiere. The prom amoeba, the friends who went together, all of whom she’d lost touch with. High school graduation. Concrete memories, things she knew were as real as anything that had ever happened in her life. Denny shouldn’t have known about some of these things, but now she pictured him there, somewhere, holding this notebook, watching them, taking notes, always looking like he had something to say but he couldn’t say it.

Below those stories he’d written: Once there was a girl who got lost and when she found her way home she realized she’d arrived back without herself, and her parents didn’t even notice the difference. Which couldn’t be her story at all; she hadn’t been on the episodes he’d been on.

After graduation, he had no more updates on her. She paged forward, looking at the blue ink. Everyone had updates within the last year, everyone except for Denny, everyone who was still alive; the ones who weren’t had death dates. Everyone except her. She tried to imagine what from her adult life she would have added, given the chance, or what an internet search on her name would provide, or what her parents would tell someone who asked what she was doing. Surely there was something. Parents were supposed to be your built-in hype machines.

She pulled out her phone to call Marco, but the battery was dead. Just as well, since she was suddenly afraid to try talking to anyone at all. She returned to the notebook and flipped toward the back. U for Uncle Bob.

Once upon a time, there was a boy whose family planted him in a hillside, so that he took over the entire hillside, like a weed. They dug me out of the hillside on my thirteenth birthday. It’s good to divide rhizomes to give them room to grow.

This story was long, eight full pages in tiny script, with episode dates interspersed. At the end, in red ink, this address. She pictured Denny driving out here, exploring the cottage, looking up at the hill. If she ever talked to Marco again, she’d tell him that what he’d found in Denny’s closet wasn’t a shrine; it was Denny’s attempt to conjure answers to something unanswerable.

She put the notebook back in her purse and kept walking. Three quarters of the way up the hill she came to a large patch where the grass had been churned up. She put her hand in the soil and it felt like the soil grasped her hand back.

Her parents said she didn’t visit often enough, but now she couldn’t remember ever having visited them before, or them visiting her. She couldn’t remember if she’d ever left this town at all. She lived in Chicago, or did she? She’d told Marco as much, told him other things she knew not to be true, but what was true, then? What did she do for a living? If she left this hill and went to the airport, would she even have a reservation? If she caught her plane, would she find she had anything or anyone there at all? Where was there? She pulled her hand free and put it to her mouth: The soil tasted familiar.

“I walked down to the cottage that would be mine someday”—that felt nice, even if she wasn’t sure she believed it—“and then past the cottage, through the town, and into my parents’ house. They believed me when I said where I’d been. They fit me into their lives and only occasionally looked at me like they didn’t quite know how I’d gotten there.” That felt good. True. She sat in the dirt and leaned back on her hands, and felt the hill pressing back on them.

She could still leave: walk back to her rental car, drive to the airport, take the plane to the place where she surely had a career, a life, even if she couldn’t quite recall it. She thought that until she looked back at where the rental car should have been and realized it wasn’t there. She had no shoes on, and her feet were black with dirt, pebbled, scratched. She dug them into the soil, rooting with her toes.

How had Denny broken his story? He’d refused it. Whether his life was better or worse for it remained a different question. To break her story, she’d have to walk back down the hill and reconstruct herself the right way round. She thought of the cuckoo girl, the lost girl, the cuckoo girl, so many stories to keep straight.

The soil reached her forearms now, her calves. The top layer was sun-warmed, and underneath, a busy cool stillness made up of millions of insects, of the roots of the grass, of the rhizomes of the boy who had called this hillside home before she had. She’d walk back to town when she was ready, someday, maybe, but she was in no hurry. She’d heard worse stories than hers, and anyway, if she didn’t like it she’d make a new one, a better one, a true one.
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