
      There Is No God


      

      
      
         I



I found this notebook on Dad's workbench when I was looking for the tape measure. It's been sitting there for as long as I can remember but it's empty. So I'm going to start writing in it.



I don't know what to write. Maybe starting a new page will help.







































I stole Dad's tape measure so I could make sure the walls in my bedroom aren't moving. It's harder than I thought it would be. I measured one way, and I remembered that number as hard as I could. But I had to move my bookshelf before I could measure the other way, and when I did, it was so close to the first number that when I stood up again I couldn't remember which was which.



It's also hard to concentrate because the house is yelling at me. 



There aren’t a lot of noises in the house anymore. Only some footsteps, doors opening and closing, water running behind the walls. Things like that. But they're louder than usual. Angrier than usual. And I know they aren't actually yelling at me but it sounds like they are. Sometimes they take turns. Sometimes they do it all at once. I don't know how to say sorry to sounds. Or what I did wrong.



But the worst noise is the one in my stomach. It doesn't make a sound, but it still feels like noise, because it's loud like a noise. It's heavy, and scratchy, and it won't go away like a noise. I've tried touching it but I can't feel anything in there, so I've been pretending it's not there and trying to stop the walls from moving. One problem at a time. Like Dad says.



Things got easier when I found out I could lock the tape measure after pulling it out. So I measured the first way again and left it on the floor. I thought, if it can keep one way the same, then I can watch the other way and then the walls can’t move anymore because I would know. My stomach got better too. Until I thought about the ceiling.



I think I'm just tall enough to reach it if I stand on my bed. I could hold it there, watch one wall, and let the tape measure hold the other one still. But I'm not going to try. I'd rather look at where I would do it and pretend I'm doing it instead. I don't want to drop the tape measure, because I'm not ready for the noise that would make.



I don’t think Dad knows I stole from his workbench. Or if he does he hasn't said anything. I hope he doesn't need it. If I could spread myself out, touch the ceiling, the floor, and all four walls, and hold them all still then I would give it back. But for now I like it where it is. It doesn't do anything for the noises, but at least I got my walls to stop moving.



*****




The little girl wandering Penny's bedroom was not my daughter. She looked like her, and she was the same height and age, but she sure as hell didn't act like her.



Penny laughed more than her. She danced and played a lot more than her. She listened to music, too. Her favourite band was that one with all the pouting—Dead Car for Cuties or whatever they called themselves—and her bedroom had the posters to prove it. The bookshelf in her room was packed to the edges with kids' books, youth novels, and even a few older books that she'd asked Santa to get her. She'd read some of them twice, but this girl didn't read at all. 



Penny had likes and dislikes; she had goals, friends, and good grades, and the uncanny ability to wake up every morning with an impossible smile on her face.



And most importantly, Penny talked to me sometimes. No, a lot of times. On most days I couldn't shut her up. But the ghost haunting her bedroom could only communicate in nods and head-shakes.



And it was all my fault. It was thanks to me that she had turned into this shell of herself. Because I hadn't said the right things to her. As usual. 



I hadn't told her things were gonna be okay. That sometimes life just kicks your teeth out and makes you feel like shit for having no teeth, but despite all that, things turn out okay in the end. I couldn't explain how her life was just gonna have to be different now. I didn't have the right.



And what could I say? I wasn't about to lie to my daughter. Not when I was swimming through the same swamp as her.



No, I was Adrian Malone—prideful export of Tucson—and so I did what Adrian would. I avoided her at all costs and cleaned the house instead. Top-to-bottom—seven times in seven days. As if the smell of ammonia would heal the both of us.



But then she took the tape measure, and I found I couldn't stand it anymore. That idiot voice in my brain tried to stop me—telling me she was probably just 'redecorating'. Moving around furniture. Putting up a set of blinds. Like that was something ten-year-old girls did.



But the tape measure wasn't something to do with her hands, like the cleaning was for me. No, it was another turn in a downward spiral. Her home was closing in on her; it had been for a week. The only thing to do was get her out of it.



She went quiet, and the house went with her. A million butterflies woke up in my stomach and took flight, but I pretended they weren't there.



I cracked open the door. She was on the floor at the corner of her bed and one of her pale blue walls. Just under the poster with all the pouting boys. I thought seeing her safe would calm those damn butterflies down. I thought wrong.



She was an hour late for school, but she was in her uniform. A gray jacket overtop a white collared undershirt, with a skirt around her waist made of green-and-red plaid. Her toes wrestled each other underneath her socks. Her hair was tied back in a neat ponytail by a ribbon that matched her skirt. I was glad she knew how to do that—tie her hair up.



She clutched her stuffed animal—a poodle with apricot fur—to her chest with one hand, and rested the other on her stomach. And she patted her stomach instead of the dog. On the floor by her feet was that damn blue notebook that had been sitting on my workbench for years. I didn't feel anything when I saw it, or the uncapped pen next to it, so I didn't mention it. At least she was talking to something.



The door creaked as I opened it, and she cringed—casting her eyes below it instead of at it. When the door went quiet and I slinked in, she looked away, neutral, staring at the wall as if it had a window.



I sat at the opposite corner of the room, on the floor. "You were supposed to go back to school today," I said. Not demanding. Just saying.



I waited for an answer that didn't come. I knew it wouldn't, but I always left some space for her.



"Don't worry about it… I'm sure Mrs. Gladbrooke will drop off your homework again."



She nodded. She placed the poodle on the floor and hugged her knees.



"Tell you what," I suggested. "I'll go back to work if you go back to school. Deal?"



Another nod. It might have just been a reflex. She rested her head on her bed, keeping her eyes locked on nothing in particular. She only focused to check the tape measure splitting the room in half—the two of us on either side.



"How about we go for a drive?" I probed. "Just you and me."



That made her look at me. Her face bunched up in confusion.



I realized at once that I had no idea where we would go. Just that we should go. But in the next moment, the name of a place came to me gently but quickly, like a leaf on a breeze.



"To Caledon," I answered her stare. "Do you know where that is?"



She shook her head.



"I won't lie to you, Sweetheart. It's far. About a 5 hour drive, each way."



She clutched her knees tighter, shrinking inside herself.



"It's near Toronto. Maybe we can visit Uncle Shane afterwards."



Uncle Shane. I felt a budding headache at the mere thought of him.



She closed her eyes. Her deadpan face turned into a frown.



"You know, if that's what you want," I added.



Penny looked back through the imaginary window. She shrugged her shoulders. That was a new gesture.



I stood up. "C'mon. It'll be good for you to get out of the house. Hell, it'll be nice to get out of Ottawa for a day."



She didn't nod. But she didn't shake her head either. She just opened my notebook—her notebook—and started writing something inside. So I answered for her the way a father would. I went to grab her coat.




II



I caught Dad praying last night.



I think ‘caught’ is the right word for it because I’ve never heard him do it before.



I heard him from the hallway behind his door. I didn't mean to. But there was something about hearing him pray, when he didn't know I could, that made it hard to stop listening.



I want to say sorry, but he doesn't know I heard anything, so I don't think it matters. I didn't listen very long anyways. I only heard two things.



The first thing he said was something about "a great big voice in the sky". He kinda laughed after he said it, so maybe it was a joke. But I didn't get it. I’ve never heard a great big voice in the sky before. But maybe he has. I wonder what it sounds like. What kinds of things it says. I wonder if it's the kind of voice that makes you feel warm inside, or if it's scratchy and angry, like the noises.



The second thing he said was that he had to go to Caledon. Something about "seeing her smile again". I think he meant me. I haven't smiled for a while now.



But that wasn't the last thing I heard. He said something else. Something that I can't stop thinking about, like a scratch or a bruise that's not going away because nobody will kiss it better. Something that made the noise in my stomach ten times worse. 



Right after he said he "wanted to see her smile again," he waited a few seconds, and then he said, "one last time."



one last time.



one last time.



I went to my room after that. I crawled into bed and stayed there all night with my eyes closing only to blink. I tried to figure out if 'one last time' could mean anything else.



But it couldn't. It didn't.



He's getting rid of me.



























We're going to Caledon. I think I was right.



But it's okay. I figured out his plan. 



He's going to take me to Caledon, make me smile, and then he's going to leave me with Uncle Shane and go back to Arizona.



And I've decided that Caledon isn't going to make me smile no matter how hard it tries. No matter what's there that he thinks is so great. I'm not going to smile ever again.



























As soon as I decided not to smile it got really hard not to. And I promised I wouldn't only write sad stuff in here, so I'm going to write about why not smiling is hard right now.



Everything got better when we left the house. The maple trees are all red, orange, and yellow now, and they barely move. They look like pictures of fire. I guess I haven't looked out any windows for the last few days.



And when they do move, I like the way they rustle. They get in each other's way without any of them getting hurt. And the best part is they don't sound like they're yelling at me. They're just saying "hi".



We're taking Dad's truck, and it's trying to make me smile, too. 



With how noisy it is, I thought it was a bad idea. The engine is very loud, but it doesn't sound angry, just strong. Like it's saying "don't worry" over and over. And I know it's stupid, but I believe it, and I feel like nothing can hurt me in here.



























Dad asked me if I was ready when we first got in. But I wanted to ask him that. I don't think he's showered for a few days. I don't think he knows either, but he keeps sniffing, so maybe he does. He's lucky he's so skinny, or he'd probably smell like fish that also haven't showered in a few days.



I almost smiled there. This is really hard.



His hair is a mess too. It's bunched together and falling over the sides of his head like banana peels. And his grey t-shirt and sweat pants have gross stains on them. The worst ones are under his armpits. I think that's where the smells are coming from.



At least he has his nice jacket on. It covers all the stains, as well as the tattoos on his arms. I hope he keeps it on.



























I remembered something about Caledon. But it doesn't make any sense.



I feel like my grandma lives in Caledon. But she couldn't. Because Grandma Mal lives in Arizona, and I never met my other Grandma, but all I know about her is that she and my grandpa got on a plane one day before I was born, and that the plane didn't ever come back. And I'm pretty sure you only get two grandmas. I wish I could have more, but I don't think that's allowed.



And if we were going to see her, why didn't Dad say so?



























I can see the sky a lot better from the highway. 



It's blue. Light on the sides and dark above us.



There are lots of clouds, too. They're white, and they're all sorts of different shapes. Great big puffy ones, thin ones that are barely even there, and two skinny ones that maybe a plane left behind. 



I don't know all the different types of clouds, but I think they're all there.



I wonder if that’s what Mrs. Gladbrooke is teaching in class today.



I miss school.



*****




"Darkness."



I jumped. I shot Penny a look. She was in the seat next to me, and after over a week without saying anything, that was the comeback word she chose. What a great conversation starter.



"Excuse me?" I said. "Also, hi, by the way. Nice to hear from you again."



Penny closed her notebook and put her pen in her pocket. She pointed straight ahead—at the car in front of us. A dirty black pickup truck, like mine, which I realized I was following too close. I eased up on the gas, and I read the license plate.



ARKN • 103




I let out a discreet sigh. "Oh. Right… Darkness. Good one."



"Your turn."



I stared hard at the letters on the license plate, interrogating them. "Tough one," I noted.



Penny said, "Barking." Her mouth moved towards a smile, but it didn't get all the way there.



"Show-off." I ran my tongue along my teeth. "Okay, how about… ark…angel?"



Penny turned up her nose. "What?"



"It's, um… a kind of super angel, I guess. Or something like that."



"You can't use words I don't know."



"Fine, fine… I think it's A-R-C-H, anyways… Archangel."



"Then it's wrong."



I sighed. I asked her, with my eyes, to give me a break. She wasn't about to give me one.



I wondered, after all the million thoughts she must have been sparring with, how on earth playing this game was at the top of her to-do list. 



But my mind went back to the letters, answering my own question for me.



"Hankering," I suggested. "You know that one, right?"



Penny leaned forward, squinting. "Out of order."



"What?"



She pointed at the license plate with her finger, bouncing it in place. "The R is before the K."



I scratched my head. "I was never very good at this."



"There's lots," she said. "At least it doesn't have a Q. I hate Q's. And J's. If it ends in a J then you can just give up."



"Alright, alright… I'll think of something."



"And the numbers don't matter."



"Yeah… I figured that much out, thanks."



I salvaged some pride when I came up with a word that we both agreed on. It came out of nowhere. I guess that's the point of the game—to reach into the dusty nooks and crannies of your mind and pull out what you needed, just to prove that you can.



"Hearken."



I got the same look that 'Ark-angel' got me.



"It means to listen," I explained. "To hearken to something is to listen to it. There, now you know it too, so no vetoing."



Penny looked down at her hands. She opened them, as if cradling the word. "Hearken," she repeated. "To hearken."



"It's old," I added. "Real old. Use it at school and you'll get some funny looks."



"…I like it."



"Well, good. I do too."



My phone vibrated in the cup holder, like a thousand angry bees. I tightened my grip on the steering wheel; the butterflies spread up into my chest.



I cast a glance at the phone. I already knew what it would say.



Shane Clifford




I cringed. Not one piece of me was ready to have that conversation. Not yet. Not before Caledon.



"Do you need to get that?" Penny asked.



"Er… No."



"Why not?"



"Not while I'm driving. He can leave a message."



The 'darkness' truck switched lanes towards the exit. Penny watched it go. I sped up to catch the next car ahead of us just as my phone chirped to let me know I had a new message. Fantastic.



"I'll bet I can beat you this time," I challenged.



"It's not a race."



"…Right. Sorry."



The license plate came into view.



BKFT • 682


	

Penny's stomach growled. It sounded like a threat, aimed at me.



"Did you eat this morning?" I asked.



She thought about that. She shook her head. "No."



"What the hell, Penny…"



"Sorry."



My stomach interrupted me before I could continue. It growled louder, but equally unimpressed.



"Welp," I said. "I guess it's decided then."




III



I wonder if Dad knows I was mad at him.



Not right now. I mean a month ago. When Mrs. Gladbrooke talked to me after class about my health class assignment. The one where we had to write three paragraphs about our family members and what they liked and disliked. 



I wrote that he watched a lot of TV and was on his phone a lot so those must be his likes. And that he must not like talking with me because he didn't do it that much. 



I also wrote that I didn't know if he liked me. I wasn't saying he didn't. Or that he did. Just that I didn't know for sure.



And Mrs. Gladbrooke said that she had met him at a parent-teacher conference and that what I had written in my assignment was wrong. She said that he definitely liked me and maybe I should try asking him myself instead of waiting for him to talk to me.



She said that he was just shy and reserved. She said that I would meet a lot of people in my life that spoke a lot more and a lot louder than they needed to, and that being soft-spoken was actually a really nice trait to have.



I told her that's my least favourite thing about him. And I wonder if she called him and told on me.



And now he wants to get rid of me because he thinks I'm mad at him.



























Maybe this is all my fault.



























We're going to get food now. I like food. It makes me smile. And Dad said I could get anything I want.



So I'm going to order my least favourite thing. And then I'm not even going to finish it.



























I ordered waffles. They're my favourite thing. I think it might be because you can't sound angry when you say "waffles". And because they're delicious.



But I'm not going to smile.



Promise.



*****




The smell of caffeine hit us like a lukewarm wave when we walked in the diner, and something about it made me crave a cigarette for the first time in ten years.



But as I got used to the smell and the warmth of the place, I realized I liked it. It knew what it wanted to be. It didn't have a theme, or a quirk like the wait staff all have to wear roller-blades or some crap like that. It was trying desperately to bring back the 70s, with its checkerboard floors, the bright red stools at the bar, and the jukebox in the corner. And you could say that was a theme, but I thought it was more likely just how the bar looked when it was built, forty-odd years ago.



The waitress caught us just as we sat at the booth, like we were the only ones in the diner, which we weren't. She was young, maybe 32, with her slate black hair up in a ponytail. She may not have been wearing roller blades, but she still managed to glide as she walked.



"Hi!" she shouted before I'd gotten my coat off. "What brings you folks in today?"



"Just a road trip," I responded without looking.



That's right, just a road trip for the three of us. Me, my daughter, and that idiot voice in my brain. 



Nice going, Adrian. Your 'Dad of the Year' Award must be in the freaking mail.



You almost let your daughter starve.



Just screw off back to Arizona. It's the least you could do for her.



I could think of a lot of reasons why I was a shit father. But for some reason this minor hiccup—which I'd like the record to show I did rectify—was what made me start thinking about it.



And I went and let her buy the least healthy thing on the menu, as if waffles and ice cream and syrup and chocolate sauce (and strawberries and blueberries and bananas) could magically make it up to her.



The waitress was a sweetheart—crouching down to Penny's level so she could order. And for what it's worth, when those waffles came, Penny did look like she liked them.



With everything but a smile though. Only ravenous enthusiasm, so maybe she was just hungry.



I glanced at a TV on the wall above us. One of ten in the diner playing the news. The colours exploded from the screen, moving and shaking and trying to tell stories with only bright greens and brighter reds. Weather, stocks, traffic, it was all there, whatever I wanted.



There was a man taking up most of the screen. I recognized his name, but not his face. A politician. An American one. He was worked up about something, but I didn't know what. The headline probably had answers, but like everything else on the screen, it didn't look like it belonged with everything else. The TV was working fine, but all I saw was static.



I looked away to stop my eyes from burning so much. Just in time to see Penny peeking at my coat next to me in the booth. She let her hands off the table and sat back down when I turned, so it wasn't exactly discreet.



"What is it?" I asked her.



She went back to her food. She shrugged. "I like your coat."



"Well, it's not for sale," I joked. 



No reaction. She continued: "You should put it on."



"…I don't understand."



"Also your hair's messy."



I ran my fingers along my head, and mostly found grease. It was in my beard, too.



And it was only now that I realized how long it'd been since I last showered. I'd cleaned the house so many times, but I'd forgotten to clean myself.



I took a glance around me, and I finally—finally—pictured what this scene looked like to everyone else. A dirty middle-aged man in an old T-shirt and sweat pants, with his arms covered in tattoos, out at a diner with a little girl who looked like she'd just been picked up from school.



At 11 o'clock in the morning.



I tapped Penny on the hand. "Stay here one sec, okay? I'll be right back. Holler if you need me. Okay?"



Penny nodded.



I stole for the restroom. I avoided every eye, but I noticed the turning heads. And when the washroom door was only few steps away, the waitress appeared, unintentionally in the way.



"Oh!" she exclaimed, gripping a coffee pot in one hand and the corner of the bar with the other. She blocked the way to the restroom.



"S'cuse me," I muttered, and I didn’t push past her fast enough to miss the wrinkle between her eyes and the cocking of her head.



The restroom was empty, and it smelled like sin. If I'd had a pack of cigarettes, I might have smoked them all where I stood. 



The mirror was filthy, but it looked just dynamite as soon as my ugly mug got in front of it. It was even worse than I thought. I looked like a serial killer. My face was red; it cracked all over, as if the sickly grayness under my eyes was trying to get out, and succeeding. I washed my face and parted my hair, which didn't help the serial killer vibes any.



I put my hair back where it was and gave up. Keeping my head up, smiling, and being polite were my only options. I decided I'd start with the waitress, who had a nice tip coming her way.



I stood up tall as I walked out. The good news was that the waitress was easy to find. The bad news was that she was crouching down at our booth, with her hand on Penny's shoulder.



And the butterflies took over every part of my body.



Penny's face was redder than mine. Her eyes were puffy. Her arms trembled. Tears stuck her eyelashes together as she blinked.



And that damn waitress kept rubbing her shoulder.



"Hey!" I barked, jogging over. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"



The waitress stood up like it was the first time she'd ever done it, supporting herself on the table.



"Get away from my daughter," I warned her.



"Huh!" she scoffed, like I was joking.



Penny closed her eyes and breathed loudly through her nose. The waitress stepped in front of her.



"Penny?" I whispered. Penny, say something. "What did you do to her?" I demanded.



"I just asked her a question." She put her chin down and glared at me over her glasses. I didn't know how people could make having shitty eyesight look so condescending.



"What question?" The venom in my voice wasn't helping, but I couldn't stop it.



Taking a step forward, she crossed her arms. "Where…" 



She swallowed grimly. 



"…is her mother?"



My fists unclenched. My shoulders dropped. I rubbed my face in my hands and sighed, deflating.



"Well?" the waitress pressed. "Can you answer that?"



"Ma'am…" 



I read her nametag. 



"…Kelsey, is it?"



She covered her name up. "What?"



I reached out to touch her shoulder but thought better of it. I gestured behind me instead. 



"Can I… talk to you a second? Alone… please."



I walked away from the table, and this time I couldn't avoid the eye contact. Every single patron and staff member watched the scene unfold. A few had their phones out, their fingers hovering over what I could only assumed was the number "9".



To Kelsey's credit, she followed, folding her arms. She looked back at Penny, who was holding her pen to her notebook, but not moving it. She had calmed down, but she hadn't stopped watching us.



"Alright, Kelsey," I exhaled. "Here goes."




IV



I wish Dad hadn't made the waitress cry. I know he had to. She wasn't going to let me go with him. But she just wanted to help. And I still felt bad for her when she hugged me and made my shoulder all wet from crying and told me everything was going to be okay. She told me to keep my chin up. Maybe that's why she was hugging me so hard. So that her shoulder would press my chin up whether I wanted it there or not.



Maybe that's why everyone does it.



When me and Dad got in the car he didn't start it right away. I wanted to hear the engine again but he just sat there for a little bit, looking straight ahead, like he was having a staring contest with the parking lot.



He said "sometimes you do all the right things and it still ends up all wrong".



He left a twenty dollar bill on the table before we left. That feels like a lot for waffles and two glasses of water.



























The noise in my stomach is the worst it's ever been right now. Mrs. Gladbrooke once did a science experiment with us where we all joined hands and made a circle. And two of us held on to little pieces of a machine. Then she ran a really small electric current through us. It tingled our hands and made us giggle. Then she asked me to let go and nobody felt it anymore. She said that was because we made a circuit but when I let go we broke it.



The noise is like that tingling, only angrier, so I guess there's a circuit in my stomach that keeps turning and turning. I wish I could let it go.



























Maybe I should leave.



Maybe Dad is too stressed out with me around. Uncle Shane is rich so maybe life is easier for him and he wouldn't have such a hard time with me around. Maybe it wouldn't be so bad.



I think if it meant that Dad would be happier, then I would live with Uncle Shane. No, I know I would.



























Uncle Shane called again. I tried to answer it but Dad threw his phone in the little pocket in the door. He said that wasn't a good idea. I just wanted to ask him how we were going to get my stuff from Ottawa to Toronto. And what kind of school I would go to.



























sometimes I do all the right things 



and it still ends up all wrong



but sometimes it ends up all wrong



because I did all the wrong things.



























I remembered something about Caledon. About my grandma, who may not even exist because I already have two.



This grandma that lives in Caledon.



She's a nurse.



Like Mom.



*****




We made it. 



Pulling into the triple-lane driveway, I breathed a sigh of relief and turned the car off. It felt like dropping a pair of weights.



The rest of the trip had been a lot quieter. Penny's notebook got a lot fuller, but there were a few times where she opened it up and just held her pen to the page, letting the ink spread there like it would write down her words for her. I asked if she was okay, every so often, or if she wanted anything, just to make sure the little event at the diner didn't restart her vow of silence.



'The Cliffords,' declared the mailbox out front. It was bent inwards, rusted, and split down the middle. The flag was up, but the damn thing was overflowing. Unpaid bills and newsletters from the local grocery store. You'd think the mailman would have gotten the message.



The house looked a lot better off. It was two storeys high, shaped like a barn, and painted red like one, too. The porch on the ground floor and the bedroom balconies on the second floor stuck out like a mouth and two eyes. It must have been a hundred years old by its construction, but it didn't look like it. The only signs of wear were some peeling paint and chipped wood.



Something gripped me when I read the mailbox and saw the house. Something sinking, like all the butterflies had been electrocuted and died, yet the electricity was still there. It wasn't fear; I had nothing to be afraid of in there.



I wondered if this was how she felt.



"Hey, Penny," I started. She looked at the house with eyes half-closed, like it was a sunset at the end of a long day.



"Yeah, Dad?"



"I need to tell you something. Okay?"



It was subtle, but I noticed Penny's eyes unfocus. "…Okay…"



"Back home, I… I told you it would be good for you to get out of the house. I made it sound like I was doing this for you."



She turned towards me, staring at my chest.



"But the truth is that this is for me. This trip to Caledon." I nodded. "This was all for me."



She met my eyes. "Oh."



"I just wanted you to know." I blew out a breath through tight lips. "That said, though, I still think you should come in there with me."



She nodded. "Okay." She took out her notebook, wrote something to herself, and we went inside.



*****




This is it.



*****




The door was locked, but I had the key. I stumbled on it the night before the road trip, just as I was going to bed. It was in her nightstand—top drawer. I knew exactly where it would fit, and without me really knowing, the idea of going to Caledon with Penny had stewed in my brain from the moment I got that key, right next to that idiot voice. 



I made a big show of pulling it out of my coat and sticking it in the door, in case the neighbours were watching. After the diner, I didn't want anyone assuming I was using a crowbar to get in.



The door opened in silence, and we stepped inside.



The house had more windows than I remembered—most of them on the rear side of the building. The west side. The sun was coming down, and rectangular beams of light fell in. It might have even fooled someone into thinking the lights were working. That was, unless the floating pieces of dust caught in the sunbeams were a dead giveaway.



We entered into a small foyer; a staircase split upwards and downwards in front of us. Red floral wallpaper lined the top half of every wall, while the bottom half was painted white. The walls glowed—the only things in the house lucky enough to avoid the dust.



"Have a look around," I suggested to Penny, gesturing loosely, but on purpose, to the stairs. "I shouldn't be too long."



She frowned at me in confusion. But she went up the stairs to one of the bedrooms, gripping her notebook and pen in opposite hands.



I'd been in this house once before. Exactly once. I saw phantoms meandering around me—people carrying food between rooms and catching up on the year with one another, with their favourite drinks in their hands. They were faceless—I guess I remembered their fancy suits and dresses more than who they were.



And then there was me, standing alone by the door. That was part of the memories too. "Christmas", I thought out loud, adding: "Eight years now."



The phantoms turned to me and vanished. I heard a bed squeak upstairs. I went where I needed to go. Where I knew she would be.



It wasn't far. Six steps. Around the banister leading downstairs, and it would be on my left. A single room with one double doorway. The living room.



Everything was neat and tidy—every knickknack and book and magazine put away in its rightful place. A burgundy carpet lined the whole room. All three walls surrounding the door were adorned with at least twenty portraits of people—some of the phantoms—at various ages. I took two steps in. I thrust my hands in my pockets and scanned the walls like I was in a clothing store, pretending I wasn't interested so that the portraits didn't try to help me find something.



And there she was. Sitting alone, on her burlap chair, elbows resting on the arms. Her half-moon glasses were perched on her nose and tied around her neck by a beady string. Wrinkles folded half of her face out of sight. She stared out the window as if it was just a wall.



"Dorothy," I whispered.



She turned her head. Her brow furrowed noticeably. "Adrian," she said, her voice as scratchy and old as the chair. "Adrian, right? From Arizona. Helen's husband."



"That's right," I replied, waving limply. "I wanted to ask you a question. You free to chat?"



Dorothy's face loosened. She smiled, and her wrinkles lessened—a decade lifting off her face. "Of course," she said. "What's on your mind, dear?"



I shoved my hands deeper into my pockets and rocked back in forth. "I just wanted to know… What was it like… being a nurse?"



The corner of her mouth shot out to the side. "Did you just ask an old woman her life story? How long are you gonna be around for?"



I laughed. I shook my head. "Not too long."



After two taps on her nose, she pointed at me. "I'll give you the executive summary, then. How does that sound?"



"That sounds great, Dorothy."



With a sigh, Dorothy readjusted her shoulders in her chair. She looked back through the window—not just at it anymore. "It was wonderful, Adrian. The most fulfilling career anyone can have. I might be a bit biased, mind you."



"But it was stressful."



"Oh… Oh-ho-ho-ho, was it ever."



"How did you handle it? The days, the hours, the…" 



I waved my hands in the air.



"…all of it."



She turned back to me, her face blank. "This is about Helen, isn't it?"



I looked down at my shoes.



Dorothy continued, "She's not with us today… am I right?"



I shook my head. My jaw trembled. "No, not today."



"It gets tough for her," Dorothy admitted, clasping her hands on her lap. "More than most."



"So how did you handle it?" I pressed.



Dorothy sat back, her eyes tracing lines in the ceiling. "Some days… it got hard. Very hard. But it wasn't the work that made it so difficult. It wasn't the beeping monitors and pagers and the rushing of trolleys down corridors. We could get so lost in that work. You can't think about what you're doing when your entire body's yelling at you not to screw it up."



I'd heard this all before. But I kept listening.



"It was when things got quiet." Dorothy tapped the airborne dust with her finger. Her eyelids softened until they shut. "When we had to walk into that waiting room… and break the silence."



"Helen's told me," I said. "All this same stuff. It sounds awful." I listened for the next part, which I knew was coming.



"Sometimes… I wished we could just direct all the families and friends of the patients outside. Tell them… your answers are out there. And when they got through the sliding doors and into the fresh air, out of the sterile stink of the hospital, they would look up… and they'd hear this great big voice in the sky."



Dorothy inhaled deeply; another decade disappeared.



"And that voice'd say everything that we couldn't say. Everything that just wasn't up to us to say, because it was much bigger than all of us, you see. Things like… Your son's never gonna walk again. Or… your father didn't make it, or…" Her lips turned up into a poignant smile. "It's a girl…"



My memory ended at this point. But I pressed on. I needed to know more. "Helen told me that, too," I recalled, my voice cracking. "Maybe she got it from you."



Dorothy couldn't be stopped now: "And maybe that voice could tell 'em what to do next. Let them know how their lives are gonna be different. Advise them on what the hell to do now. Because Lord knows a nurse could never tell someone that. We didn't know how, let alone have the right."



Her voice became distant, like she was whispering down a tunnel. "But I'd get home, and Arthur would be there, and he'd see that awful look on my face. And no matter what happened… he always knew what to say to make it all better."



"What did he say?" My fists clenched in my pockets. My head couldn't sink any lower. "What… did he say to make everything better?"



"Arthur, oh… Arthur could make it all better."



"Dorothy, please. What was I supposed to say…?"



"Dad?"



Penny's voice broke through to me, like she'd just reached through a hole in the ice and hauled me out of the water. I whipped my head towards her. She stepped back.



"…Why are you staring at that picture?" she asked, her eyes welling up at the sight of me.



I looked back at the impassive old woman in the picture, staring at the window. I tried to respond, wave it all away, but all that came out was a sob.



I threw my arm over my face and rubbed everything off. The dirt, the grease, the thoughts, and the tears. "Shit," I blurted. "Shit, Penny. I thought I told you to look around."



"I'm sorry…"



"No, that's… It's fine, Sweetheart. I'm sorry."



She glanced up at the picture of Dorothy and tugged lightly on my shirt. "It's okay, Dad," she murmured.



I scoffed, still rubbing my eyes. "Yeah, Penny. I know. I just—"



"Sometimes you do all the right things and it still ends up all wrong."



Hearing that made me breathe in. Deep. I shuddered as I exhaled, and I patted her on the head. "Thanks, Penny. You're right."



Penny kept staring up at Dorothy. Her face barely contorted, and she started slightly rotating back and forth in place.



"Know who this is?" I asked her.



She shook her head, but guessed anyways. "My grandma?"



"No… That's Dorothy Clifford. She's your great grandma. Your mother's grandma."



"Ohhhh," she responded. "Okay…"



I exhaled again. Suddenly my lungs were overflowing. "She passed away… just a couple months ago."



"Oh… Why didn't I ever see her?"



"You did, when you were young. But for the last few years or so, she… well, she wasn't herself, Penny. Your mother never wanted you to see her like that."



Penny responded by tugging harder on my shirt and leaning into my leg. Her tears were gone—maybe because mine were too. I reached down and grabbed her hand.



"She was your mother's favourite person in the whole world," I explained. "I could never compete. She took in your mom and Uncle Shane after the plane crash."



I used to mince these kinds of words with her. But something in me wasn't letting me do it anymore.



"She sounds nice," Penny said.



"She sure was. She's the reason your mom became a nurse. The stories this lady could tell… She could turn a tale of death into a tale of joy."



I turned away, to the rest of the photos in the room. There were way more than twenty, I realized, now that I could see the smaller ones all over the mantles and cabinets. Not to mention all the recent-looking ones lined up in rows next to the fireplace. Single portraits, group shots, black-and-white vignettes of remembered weddings and people.



A set of three photos across the room snared Penny's attention. Three solo photos in big black frames. A child, a girl, and a woman.



"There she is," I quietly blurted. Penny and I walked up to her, hand-in-hand.



The rightmost photo jumped out at me. I could recognize it from a hundred miles away. She was 26. She was in her wedding gown—a bouquet of white flowers arcing across her chestnut hair. Her makeup made her freckles pop. She was looking pensively at the camera, as if asking the photographer what exactly she was about to do.



I couldn't stand it, so I coaxed us over to the left. In the next photo, she was in a graduation gown. She looked serious, and I reckoned that the photographer told her she couldn't smile, because she was holding it back.



And then the last photo. From when she was Penny's age. She wore her hair in a ponytail, and her teeth were covered in these awful 80's-era braces. But she sure wasn't afraid to show them off in a bright, beaming smile. The photo was in black and white, but she looked intensely full of colour.



"There she is," I said again. My voice didn't falter or crack. "That's your mother."



"She looks so happy," Penny noted.



"She looks like you."



And I wished that was true. That Penny smiled like her mother in the photo. But she didn't. She hadn't in a long time. She just rubbed her stomach with one hand and clutched her notebook and pen with her other. And she ate waffles without saying she enjoyed them. And she shook and cried when some poor waitress mentioned her mother. Maybe the rest of her life would just be little periods of half-lived joy in between spells of falling apart.



But just as I thought this, she turned to me and smiled, her eyes sparkling with tears. "Thanks for showing me, Dad," she said. "Thanks for taking me to Caledon."



I saw right through her. That smile was a wall holding back something else. A wall made of glass. If being with Helen for just over a decade had taught me anything, it was how to spot a fake smile. If only it had taught me what to do about it.



I turned back to the photo, running away again. That idiot voice in my brain, sick of the usual strategy, started talking some sense.



Say something, asshole.



Nothing quite came to mind. Except that it was time to go.



"We can head home now, Penny. I just… wanted to see this photo," I explained. "I just wanted to see her smile… one last time. That's all."



I never would have guessed that this was the right thing to say. I suppose the world decided I needed a freebie.



Penny's notebook and pen dropped to the floor. The next thing I knew, she was hitting me. She kicked at my shins and pounded her fists against my stomach, unsettling the butterflies. She bawled like never before, filling the whole house with her anger, or sadness, or whatever the hell this was. There was no pre-amble, no nothing. From a pensive little girl to a blubbering mess in the span of a second.



"Penny? What in the—?!"



"Stupid!" she declared. "Stupid, stupid… STUPID!"



She pressed her whole body into me and pounded, and pounded, and grabbed my shirt, and tugged it towards her. 



"Penny, what's wrong?!"



She fell to her knees. I dropped down with her. She thrust her head into my chest and stopped her assault.



"I thought…!" she yelled. "I thought…!"



I drew her out from me and shook her lightly. She nearly went limp. 



"What are you trying to say?" I asked.



She drew her hands to her eyes and wiped away her tears. She threw down her fists. 



"I THOUGHT YOU WERE GETTING RID OF ME!" she screamed, echoing through the house.



I crouched there, at her level, with my mouth hanging open. What the hell do you even say to a thing like that? I pulled her into a hug and let her sob there for a few seconds.



"Penny... Where did you get that idea?"



She calmed a little, eventually hugging me back. Her voice squeaked out, and said the least favourite sentence I'd ever heard in my life. 



"I thought… you were gonna go back to Arizona and leave me with Uncle Shane…"



There was that name again, butting in where it didn't belong. Bludgeoning me in the brain.



I pulled her away and caressed her shoulders. "Why would I ever do that?" I saw a glimmer of happiness in her eyes, and I knew how to make it grow. By telling her the truth. 



"Penny, your Uncle Shane is a prick!"



She laughed, barely, blowing her nose on the sleeve of her uniform. "Really…?" she said, like that was a relief.



I sighed. I thought about pulling out my phone and playing her the messages he'd left over the course of the day. But there was probably a lot of F-punctuations in there, not to mention threats against my well-being, that she didn't need to hear. 



Every part of me screamed to leave it at that. Telling me that I would regret telling her more. But every part of me also wanted to make sure she never for a second thought that I would abandon her, so every part of me was gonna have to shut the hell up.



I clasped my hands together as if in prayer. "Penny, when your great grandma Dorothy passed away, she left everything to your mother. Her savings, her investments, and even," I drew circles above my head with my fingers, "this house you're standing in."



She nodded, still heaving a little. But getting there. "Okay…" she managed.



"And your Uncle Shane didn't take kindly to that. There was this whole legal battle over what her will actually said," I continued, complete with air quotes, "and how present she was when she…"



Penny squinted real slow. I was losing her. I felt the need to hold her, suddenly, so I reached over and picked her up. For a ten-year-old, she was light. But she was still a ten-year old. I let out an exaggerated, but authentic, effort noise. She giggled.



"Anyway… Your mother didn't know what to do with the inheritance. Or her brother, for that matter. And… now that she…"



I let that sentence die before it could escape.



"Well, let's just say that, once again, Shane's ended up with nothing."



"Oh…" Penny lamented, genuinely disappointed. 



What I wouldn't give to be young and unassuming again. 



"Did she give it to you?" she asked, staring at her smiling mother again.



"Most of it, yeah," I said. I let out a smirk. "But not this house."



"…Who got the house?"



I tapped her on the nose. "Take a guess."



Penny's eyes threatened to squint again, but in the nick of time they opened wide. She looked behind me, above me and at all the portraits. "…You mean…?"



I shrugged. "Yeah, Penny, I mean. I'm looking after it until you're 18, but… the will was very clear. Your mother made sure of it."



My phone buzzed again in my pocket. I put Penny back on the floor and picked it out with two fingers, like it had just fallen in the muck. Without looking, I showed her the name on the front.



Shane Clifford




"Wonder what he wants?" I joked, tossing the damn thing across the room and letting it thrash on the floor. I pointed to it, and finished, "That's your Uncle Shane, Penny. And I would... never..."



She wasn't paying attention. She meandered around the room, spinning in a circle and observing it all from top to bottom, as if this were the only room in the house. "This… is mine?"



"Sure is, Sweetheart. I didn't want to tell you… well, because it's not even settled yet thanks to Shane. But you'll get it. I'll make sure of it."



She stopped spinning and looked down at the carpet. Her fists clenched and unclenched. She stayed quiet for a minute, before very carefully strolling back to her notebook and pen, picking them up, and slinking out of the room.



"Penny?"



Without warning, she was gone. She sprinted upstairs—her breath louder than her feet—and slammed a bedroom door shut. 



I didn't call after her. I hated yelling, after all. I simply turned back to my wife in her wedding gown, not sure what to make of everything.



"You're gonna make me explain it to her. Aren't you?"




V



I don't want this house.



I don't want this stupid house.



I want mom back.



I don't want this stupid house.



I DON'T WANT IT



I DON'T WANT THIS STUPID HOUSE



I           WANT       MY        MOM 



*****




I opened the door just as the pen flew out of her hand and left a nasty mark on the wall. She screamed, pulling her knees onto the bed with her and falling over on her side.



She hadn't done this a week ago, I thought. Nowhere close.



"Penny…?" I whispered. "Can we talk?"



The notebook flew out of the room, glancing me on the shoulder. I pretended it didn't hurt.



"Penny!"



She leapt off the bed and ran into an empty closet at the other end of the room. I heard a hinge snap loose as she slammed that door shut too.



"GO AWAY!" she screamed from inside. "THIS IS MY HOUSE AND I DON'T WANT YOU IN IT!"



I put my hands on my hips and kicked an imaginary rock. I slinked over to the bed and sat down. The only sounds in the room were the buzzing of a phone from downstairs, and the sobbing of a girl in a closet.



In that moment, I realized the butterflies were gone. Tired of me, I suppose.



I glanced around the small, white bedroom—pristine, if a little dusty. A car passed by outside. The street was blanketed in the shadow of the house. I realized we would probably have to stay the night.



Yet another portrait was on the wall, above an ancient white cabinet. It was tattered and brown and had a corner missing. A young Dorothy and Arthur, together at their wedding, laughing hysterically. A falling bouquet was halfway to the ground.



"Your mother loved this house," I said.



She sniffed in defiance. "So what?"



"This was her favourite place in the whole world. Nothing could beat it."



"I don't wanna grow up here," Penny retorted.



"You don't have to."



"I don't know what to do with it."



"It's not about that."



I heard her exhale in pure frustration. The door shook but didn't open. "I don't get it," she murmured. "I don't understand."



"Well… maybe you just need to look at it from a different angle."



"…Like how?"



I sighed, long and unsure. There was one more butterfly, it seemed, just on its way out.



"Your mother was a troubled woman," I admitted. "Nothing's ever gonna change that."



I gave Penny the space to respond, even if she didn't use it.



"She went through a lot, growing up without her parents. But she loved it here. That picture down there? That was taken years after the plane crash. Her life in this house… it turned her into that smiling kid on the wall. Things got better."



Only silence. But at least the sobbing had stopped.



"And she wanted you to have it. I think she knew it wouldn't make up for things, but… she gave it to you for a reason. And not because she wanted you to live here or look after it for her."



A minute passed. The only sound was my phone, buzzing again downstairs. But this vibration was longer. Singular. I hummed in satisfaction. 



It had died.



I got up and grabbed the notebook from the hallway. A page had been torn out—it was scratched up and creased all over. The ink screamed out, I want my mom. I did too. I thought about crumpling it up and throwing it away, but I stuck it inside instead. It was part of the story, after all.



I wandered back to the bed. "Mind if I read this?" I asked.



She didn't say yes, but she didn't say no, either.



So I read it. There wasn't as much as I thought, but it still took me about twenty minutes. I had to stop and swear every once in a while, after all. Sometimes to the air. Sometimes to myself.



"I didn't know if he liked me," I read to myself, about halfway through. I wished I had a notebook she could read too.



When I got back to the torn out page, I shut the book with a tiny thud. "I'm sorry you went through all this," I said.



The closet door opened.



And you know, the one good thing about being able to spot a fake smile is that you can tell when they're real, too. And no matter how small they are, they can shine through the darkness like nothing else.
























































































E



I'm going to leave this notebook here. There's a lot more pages left but I don't think I need it anymore. And if my Great Grandma and my Mom have their pictures in this house, then I want to leave something behind too. So I'm leaving this here before we go back home.



To Ottawa.



Where I live. With my Dad.



My Dad, who tries his best even though that doesn't mean everything is going to go right. My Dad who isn't good at talking but he's good at other things and not everybody can be everything.



And now that the noise in my stomach is gone, maybe the house won't be so angry at me anymore when I get home.



But I'll come back here someday because apparently this house belongs to me. I've never owned a house before. I'll be sure to take good care of it. And when I come back I'll read this again.



But that won't be for a long time. So maybe someone else will read this first. Maybe it's Uncle Shane. Maybe it's Mom or my great grandma. Maybe somebody broke in and is reading it.



I hope not but maybe.



Whoever is reading this, I thought this might be a disappointing way to end it. Just saying goodbye. So instead I'll leave you with one of my favourite puzzle games.



It's simple. Just try and find a word that uses all the letters in the license plate. In order. And no proper nouns. So the license plate ARKN could be 'heARKeN.' Which means to listen.



This is my Dad's license plate and he doesn't know I'm writing it down in here, so promise me you won't do anything bad with it. 



I've never been able solve this one. Maybe you can.



AGBV • 175




And maybe when I come back I'll know the answer too.
      

      
   
      My Son Went Missing. But I Might Find Him In Another World


      

      
      
         “Mom, if you were a superhero, what kind would you be?”



It’s not a question that catches me by surprise. Daniel has been on a superhero kick ever since he turned nine, and got a stack of comic books for his birthday. And as we lie on top of a grassy hill, snuggling close and staring up at the stars, it seems the perfect time for waxing philosophical.



“Hmm. How about one who protects and serves the community?”



Daniel giggles, and shoves at me playfully. “You’re already a cop, Mom! I mean like, if you could pick a set of superpowers to help you at work and stuff, which one?”



The first thing that comes to mind is a superpower to finish paperwork instantly. Or maybe something to make criminals confess. Is that a Wonder Woman thing? Still, these were boring answers, and probably not what Daniel was hoping for. “How about… super strength?”



“Everyone’s already got super strength.” Daniel huffs, and rolls his eyes in such a perfect picture of childish indignation it takes a significant amount of effort not burst out laughing. “You’ve gotta pick something cooler.”



“Cooler, huh?” The little twerp is clearly fishing for a specific answer, but wants me to guess. I grin. “Then maybe I’ll take a super power of tickling, where I tickle all the bad guys into submission!” I of course, punctuate this by launching into a tickle attack on Daniel, and earn all the requisite shrieks and giggles and protests that come with it.



Once Daniel finally manages to wriggle out of my grasp, he scrambles to sit a few feet away from me, red faced and wary. “It’s not that either.”



I cross my arms over my chest. “Well, what superpower do you think I should have?’



Before he can open his mouth to reply, my phone buzzes in my pocket, sharp and crisp against the nighttime air.



My work phone.



Daniel’s face falls so dramatically it feels like a knife to my heart. “Mooom,” he whines. “You promised.



Just how long has it been since I’ve had an uninterrupted weekend to spend with my son? But it’s not like I can ignore this either. I pull the phone out of my pocket, and find a text alert waiting for me. A body has been found on Fourth Street.



I can already feel the twinges of a headache coming on, and I know i have a long night ahead of me. I do my best to sound inspiring, but I suspect it mostly comes out as weary. “I’m sorry, sweetie, but you know how it is. Evil never sleeps, and we heroes always have to be ready to fight for the side of justice.”



Daniel crosses his arms over his chest and lets out a long, overblown sigh. “I know, I know.” He stands up and sticks his hands into his pockets, eyes downcast. “You should have a cloning superpower. So you can be in two places at once.”



Another barb of guilt worms its way deep into my heart. I do my best to smile, then take Daniel by the hand and lead him back to the house. This will be the last time, I swear to myself. I’ll find a way to transfer to another department, one with no expectation of on-call work. If I adjust the budget a bit, I’m sure I can take a small pay cut.



How many times have I sworn the exact same thing?








With a grunt, I shove the last box onto the back of Dave’s pickup truck, then slump backwards and wipe the sweat off my brow.



Dave sighs, then slams the gate of the truck closed, and leans on it. He’s easily my closest friend on the force and is the first to volunteer to help with some stuff like this. He glances over the stack of boxes, his expression somber. “Sarah… you sure you okay with this?”



 A twinge of buried pain rushes through me, and I grit my teeth and push it away. I’ve been doing so all afternoon. “I’m fine, Dave,” I say for the hundredth time. “Daniel’s been missing for three years now. I can’t hold onto all of his stuff forever. And I could really use the extra money from renting the room out.”



The pity in Dave’s eyes is poison, but it’s nothing I can handle. He shakes his head. “Well, I’d better get all this stuff off to the storage unit, then.”



“You sure you don’t want anything?” I stretch, my old bones popping uncomfortably. The light from the setting sun reflects off the windows of my small suburban home, getting in my eyes. “I believe the traditional payment for helping lift a bunch of heavy boxes is a pizza and some beer.”



Dave chuckles, but pulls his keys out of his pocket, jangling them meaningfully. “Not if I’m driving anywhere. I’ll just make you buy me lunch later.”



“Alright. Thanks for everything.” I step to the side, and watch Dave drive off, truck packed full of all the remnants of my teenage son.



For all that he could still be considered a teenager. He should be nineteen now. He should be away at college, growing apart with distance as kids are supposed to, but swinging by to visit on the holidays and during summer break.



He should be a lot of things.



I shake my head to clear my malaise, then head back inside and grab a beer from the fridge. If Dave isn’t going to bother, then more for me, right? It’s just me again, alone in a house that’s been empty for far too long.



I find my way into Daniel’s room, now completely bare. I still need to vacuum it, and paint over some of the scribbles and stains on the wall, and patch up that one hole he made after the golf club incident.



With a grunt, I sit down on the indent in his carpet where his mattress used to rest, and lean against the back wall. There are no tears, of course. I shed them all long ago, in the year after my baby boy didn’t come home one night.



And I couldn’t do anything about it. Even with the full might of the police department behind me, we couldn’t find any trace of him. I’ve saved dozens of lives over the course of my job, but in the end I couldn’t be a hero to my son.



I take a long swig of my beer, and wish I had something stronger. I shouldn’t be drowning my sorrows anymore, but with a day like this, I think I’ve earned the right to be a little self indulgent. I brace myself against the wall to push myself up, and my hand goes straight through it, my arm wrenching painfully with the unexpected give.



Son of a bitch. I pull my arm free, only to find that it wasn’t a section of weakened drywall that gave way. Rather, it’s a perfectly square panel in the wall that fell inwards. Either some odd flaw from construction, or…



I can see the shadows of objects in the hole. Definitely intentional. I reach inside, and my fingers close around something hard, round, and made of glass.



It’s a bong.



I stare at the pipe blankly for several moments before I burst out laughing .That cheeky little bastard, right under my nose. Sure enough, when I search the rest of his stash I find a small baggie of weed, along with a lighter, some paper, and a porno mag.



The magazine is rather tame, and kind of weird that it’s there at all, considering the existence of the internet. Maybe one of his uncles got it for him as a gag gift, or something. Although Daniel had been on a ‘vintage’ phase during the year he went missing.



My heart aches, but I push it away with a memory of coming home early one day to find Daniel burning incense with the windows open and a fan blowing air outside. I suppose I’d been too distracted to really think through the implications at the time.



It’s a good memory. An odd thought occurs to me, and I pick up the weed. Maybe if I smoke it, I’ll somehow be a little closer to Daniel. And I doubt there will be any drug tests at work in the near future.



I grab the paper, thinking to roll it up, but then frown. It’s not rolling paper, like I expected, but a sheet of printer paper, folded in on itself. When I pull it open, I find a printed image from Google Maps, of what looks like downtown. Three locations are circled in red, with arrows drawn to a central point between them. Various numbers and some shorthand math can be found in the margins as well.



Some leftover math homework, maybe? I don’t know why he’d bother hiding it in his stash, though.



I’m about to put it aside when my eye catches something on the page, and my blood runs cold. The printer left a date on the corner.



Three days before my son went missing.



My heart pounds in my chest, and I feel flickers of that dreadful emotion that I’d tried oh so hard to stamp out entirely.



Hope.



I already tried everything I could think of to find my son. The room had been searched thoroughly, though not thoroughly enough to find a hidden wall panel normally blocked by the mattress. I’d gotten records on his searches and location history from Google. He’d been searching a lot about fairies, old books, and libraries before he went missing, but he’d always liked fantasy stuff, so it didn’t really stand out.



Unfortunately, his phone had been off the day he went missing, so location history was no help. But a simple map, with some triangulation done to find a central point… I look at the map a little closer, and realize it’s in the bad part of town. A lump forms in my throat. Could the faeries be a metaphor for drugs, or something? I’m not one to decry weed as a gateway drug, but if he was getting involved with the wrong crowd…



The hope that I might be able to find some glimmer of closure is an insidious poison, but it’s one I know I have no chance of resisting. The sun has already set, but before I know it, I’m already throwing on my coat and strapping my pistol into its holster.



I have to know.








This is a monumentally stupid idea.



This thought keeps running through my head as I park in the parking lot of a rundown McDonalds, not too far from the center of this map. I’ve already plugged the location into my phone, and have a good idea of where to go from here.



It’s dark, though. A lot of the street lights in this area are busted, and there’s no moon out tonight. The crime rate in this area of town is incredibly high. The officers I know whose jurisdiction this is are always stressed to the breaking point.



I should call for backup. I should come back when it’s daytime. Instead, I press forward, hyper aware of my surroundings.



In theory, one can avoid predators by presenting an air of confidence, of intimidation. Give the impression that you’re too much trouble to deal with, and they’ll seek out easier prey.



It’s a little hard for me to be intimidating as a 5’2 white woman pushing forty.



I feel eyes on me as I make my way through the streets, but for whatever reason, my approach is working. Most look away when I glare back at them. One man hollers and walks across the street towards me, but I push back my jacket to reveal my pistol, and he decides to hurl insults at me from a safe distance. I ignore them.



When I get to the area circled on my map, it’s not quite what I’m expecting. Not that I really know what to expect. Two apartment buildings, low income housing right next to each other. Exactly the same as the dozen other buildings I passed on the way over.



If whatever Daniel was looking for is in one of these apartments, then I’m out of luck. The sheet of paper didn’t include a specific address, and searching every apartment for some trace of him would be absurdly impractical, and assuredly illegal.



There is, however, a narrow alleyway that leads between both buildings. As I stare into it, the shadows inside seem to darken. A chill breeze wafts from within, carrying upon it the scent of flowers.



My heart pounds in my chest. I lick my lips, pull a sturdy flashlight from my belt, unclip my holster, and prepare to do exactly what I have many times screamed at horror movie protagonists for doing.



My high powered beam of light illuminates the narrow walls, but not nearly as much as it should. As I step into the alley, the sounds of the city grow muffled and distant, until it seems like I’m completed isolated. There are no windows facing into this alley, just solid brick stretching twenty stories up.



There don’t seem to be any side passages or doors leading into this alley. It’s even remarkably free of trash. No discarded cans, dirty syringes, or used condoms in sight. The hair of my neck stands on end, and I spin to check my six.



There’s nobody there, of course. Though the way the walls stretch behind me towards a tiny sliver of light from the street I’ve left behind sends a shiver down my spine.



In front is a dead end, I can see as I get closer. Both apartment buildings are flush with a third, in a way I’m not entirely sure is up to code. Either way, it means there’s nothing here to see, and I’ve been getting myself all worked up for nothing.



I sigh, and get ready to turn around, but before I can, my flashlight falls on something interesting. There are mushrooms growing up through cracks in the pavement, in a variety of shapes and sizes and colors. They’re arranged in a rough circle, right before the end of the alley.



It seems familiar somehow, and it takes me a minute before my memory catches up to me. I have a vague memory of reading storybooks to Daniel, and one of them talking about fairy rings. Circular growths of plants or mushrooms purported to have mystical powers.



There’s no point in considering a supernatural explanation, of course. It’s completely irrational. But here, as isolated as I am from the rest of a city, a part of me wants to latch onto anything. “Daniel?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper, and step into the ring.



Nothing happens, and nobody answers. My heart twists, mostly in embarrassment for allowing myself to hope at all. Daniel is gone, and even if he did come here, any clues would have long since washed away. I turn around and head to the mouth of the alley.



The light coming from the street is bright, almost painfully so as I grow closer. I shield my eyes, and press forward.



My eyes squinted, I can hear the chirping of birdsong, and the smell of a forest in bloom.



I stop at the mouth of the alley, which is no longer the mouth of an alley. I stand at the bottom of a hill, a rough hewn stone cave behind me. Trees stretch in front of as far as I can see, a winding dirt path leading between them. A deer catches my eye in the distance, then bounds away. The sun shines above, midday instead of the near midnight it had been minutes ago.



It’s hard to really process everything that I’m seeing. It has to be a dream, right? Or perhaps those mushrooms were hallucinogenic, and… release clouds of spores when someone comes near?



It sounds stupid even as I think it. I reach up and pinch my cheek. It hurts.



I get the striking impression that I’m not in southern Chicago anymore.



Then, I hear someone scream.








My instincts take over, and as I run towards the scream, any thoughts of how insane this situation is are pushed to the side. My boots pound across rough earth as I charge down the path, straining my ears to try and orient myself better.



Another scream breaks the silence, closer, and to my left. It’s a woman, and the sound is quickly joined by the crying of a baby and the panicked whinny of a horse. I dive into the underbrush, branches whipping at my face and tugging at my jacket.



In moments, I burst into the open and nearly tumble down a river bank. I grab onto a nearby tree for balance, then pause to gather my surroundings.



There’s a stone bridge nearby, and a horse-drawn wagon is taking up most of it. A young woman stands next to it with a baby in her arms, her back against the wagon as small winged creatures flit about in the air about her.



I hesitate, icy tendrils of fear wrapping themselves around my heart. Demons is the first word that comes to mind to describe them. Vaguely humanoid, with deformed proportions. Dark  reddish skin, and leather bat wings. I’ve never been particularly religious, but all sorts of doubts are worming their way through my skull.



One of the demons shrieks, then dives at the woman, razor sharp claws glinting in the sunlight. 



I reach for my gun, but there’s no way I can draw and get a good line of sight in time, especially with the demons so close to her.



Luckily, the woman ducks, and the demon’s claws scythe just inches above her head, tearing deep rents into the side of the wagon before tumbling over the top and taking back to the air.



The creatures are laughing, in high pitched jittery bursts as they circle the woman, now prone.



I finishing drawing my pistol, flick off the safety, and fire into the river.



The crack of the gunshot echoes throughout the forest, sending a nearby flock of birds up into the air. Woman and demon alike turn toward me, eyes wide.



I advance several paces, training my gun on the closest demon. “Hands in the air!” I shout. As a command it doesn’t make a lot of sense in this context, but old instinct dies hard. “Land on the ground, away from that woman, or I will use lethal force.”



The demons—there are three in total—look at each other, confusing registering on their ugly faces. Crap, can they even speak English? As if to answer my question, the biggest demon lands on the edge of the stone bridge, it’s barbed tail wrapping around the support pillar. “We only want the child, human,” the demon rasps, its voice guttural. “Do not interfere, or we will tear you apart as well.”



The woman whimpers, and clutches her screaming baby close to her chest. “No, you can’t have him!”



“Last chance,” I growl, and take another step closer. Did it even recognize the threat of a gun? “Leave now, or I’ll put a bullet through your head.”



The demon laughs, throwing its head back. Then it leaps off the pillar, diving straight towards me.



I squeeze the trigger, and my shot takes it right between the eyes. It drops like a rock, tumbling to the ground in a pile of limbs and claws.



Good to know that bullets can actually hurt them.



The other two demons stare at their fallen comrade for a moment, then shriek in rage, both of them darting in opposite directions.



Crap. I start tracking one on its left, but it’s moving fast. I squeeze out one shot, and miss. I try to lead the second shot, and clip it in the wing, but it’s not enough to bring it down. It quickly reaches the tree line, and is out of sight.



I’ve spent a lot of hours at the range—especially ever since Daniel went missing—but fast moving aerial targets aren’t exactly covered in most training regiments. A brief image of an obstacle course filled with drone targets enters my mind. Maybe I’ll bring it up at the next budget meeting.



I hear a rush of air behind me, and I dive to the side. Stinging pain lances across my back, and I tumble to the ground as the second demon flies past me, pulling up as it shrieks with delight.



Still prone, I ignore the pain and twist, raising my gun and firing three shots in quick succession. One of them hits the mark, and the demon drops into the river, where his thrashing body is quickly carried downstream.



Eight bullets left. I have one extra magazine in my jacket, but that’s all I brought. I have a sneaking suspicion that I won’t be able to find any ammunition stores in the immediate area.



I push myself to my feet, ignoring the agony on my back. I can feel hot blood soaking my clothes, but the cut feels shallow, thankfully. I keep my gun trained on the forest, eyes darting in every direction.



A tree rustles, and the demon bursts into the air some distance away, heading straight up, I fire immediately, but it’s another miss. Rather than wheeling towards me, it keeps flying up, and away. It’s running.



I don’t take my eyes off it until its just a dot in the distance, then let out a long sigh of relief. I flip the safety back on, holster my gun, then finally turn and approach the woman and child. “Hey, are you alright?”



The woman is young and beautiful, with long strawberry blonde hair cascading down her back, and her expression a mixture of both relief and worry. Her most striking features, however, have to be her long, slender ears that come to a point.



I watched The Lord of the Rings, same as everyone else. I know what an elf is. I remind myself to freak out about all of this in a little bit.



The woman takes a deep breath, then glances towards her cart. “I’m fine, thank you for saving me. But… you’re hurt.”



“It’s just a flesh wound,” I say, trying to smile through the pain. I suspect it looks strained. “A wound on my back is going to be hell to treat by myself, though. I don’t suppose you know basic first aid, or where I can find a hospital around here? Or, er, a doctor, or a healer, or a medicine man, or whatever you call it.”



“I have some knowledge in the arts.” The woman rocks her baby in one arm, but she inclines her head in a bow. “My name is Allyandrea, and I’ll be happy to assist you. Miss, um…?”



“Sarah,” I say. “Sarah Parker.” I step forward, and offer my hand in a handshake, which make her eyes go wide. Before I can consider my potential social faux pas, a wave of dizziness washes over me, and my legs buckle, and I’m suddenly staring at a wagon wheel, my cheek pressed against cool stone.



“Oh no!” Allyandrea cries out. Her voice is distant and muffled. She falls to her knees beside me, and I feel her cool hand against my back, which sends a fresh wave of agony through me. “It caught you with the tail, Nn’jitz are very poisonous!”



That doesn’t sound good. Poison, huh? Not exactly how I expected to go. Still, this whole experience is basically a mushroom laced drug trip anyway. Perhaps this is my body’s way of telling me I’m actually overdosing or something.



Or maybe it’s all real. I can’t understand the elf girl anymore, and darkness seeps in around the edges of my vision. Is this what happened to my son? Did he stumble into some generic fantasy world, only to meet his death at the hand of some sort of hideous monster?



Whatever the answer, It’s not one I’ll understand before unconsciousness claims me.








I wake to the sound of a baby crying.



Old, motherly instincts kick in, and I sit up, ready to shuffle over to the baby. A wave of dizziness washes over me when I do, and I clutch the bed for support.



I’m… in a bed? Well, that has to be a good sign. The dizziness fades, and I blink the rest of the sleep out of my eyes so I can focus on my surroundings. I’m in a room with wooden walls and a bare floor. Sunlight streams through cracks in shuttered windows.



There’s a full length mirror not far from the bed, and I take a good look at myself. My dirty brown hair has come loose from its usual ponytail and is a complete, tangled mess. About usual for my mornings. I’m covered in sweat, like I’ve just woken up from a fever, and I’m naked from the waist up, with a bandage wrapped tightly around my abdomen. It itches fiercely.



Right. I was stabbed by a poisonous demon. I guess I received medical treatment in time. That’s a good thing. The story of Sarah Parker isn’t over yet. I take a deep breath, then look up. The baby is still crying.



I stand up, my legs wobbly, and make my way over to the crib in the corner. The baby is maybe a year old, with a mop of curly blonde hair that’s heart meltingly beautiful. His ears come to points, and I’m sure this is the same baby I saw on the road. Allyandrea was the mother, right?



“Hey there. It’s okay, shush now.” I lean down to scoop the child up in my arms, and hold him close against my chest, rocking him back and forth.



He squirms a bit, but his crying abates, and he latches onto my nipple. He’s not going to get anything from it, but I suspect it’s comforting anyway.



Old memories flow through me, along with a rush of endorphins. It seems like only yesterday that I was nineteen, a single mother after a one night stand, and an ego the size of a barn. Too stubborn to get an abortion, I was certain I could handle motherhood while still getting a degree in criminal justice.



Somehow, I did handle it, mostly thanks to the hardworking efforts of my own parents. Even then, there were so many sleepless nights I spent cradling my infant son, doing my best to lull him back to sleep.



The boy looks up at me and our eyes meet. He lets out a pleasant coo, apparently not at all alarmed that I’m not his mother, and continues his fruitless search for milk.



Before I can revel in the nostalgia of child-rearing any longer, the door to the room opens, and Allyandrea stands in the doorway. She’s out of breath, and a canvas satchel is slung over her shoulder.



We make eye contact, and I feel myself flush with embarrassment. Not because of my nudity, but because here I am handling a stranger’s baby without permission.



“I’m so sorry,” Allyandrea says, panting heavily. She sets the sack on the ground, then runs over to take the boy from my arms, pulling apart her outfit to reveal her own breast and present it to him. “I only meant to run to the market real quick for supplies, but it was crowded today and… I hope he didn’t give you any trouble.”



I smile, and spread my hands in a placating gesture. “It’s no trouble, really. I have a son of my own, though he’s… fully grown, by now. Has been a long time since I’ve had to handle any babies, but I still remember how it’s done. He’s very cute. What’s his name?”



Allyandrea smiles wide, her teeth perfectly white. “My son’s name is Dalandric. He’s very handsome, much like his father.”



“He’s got your eyes, though.” I stretch, hearing my bones pop, and my injury goes taut with pain. I disguise my wince, then look around the room. I should probably put a shirt on. I spot a pile in the corner that appears to be my belongings, and move over to it. There’s a tear that goes straight through my jacket and undershirt, so that won’t be doing me any good. My utility belt is there, however, along with my pistol, nightstick, pepper spray, handcuffs, spare ammo, and flashlight. I hoist it in the air, then turn to find Allyandrea offering me a shirt.



It’s a dull blue tunic, made out of silk, seemingly. It’s a bit tight on me, but I slip it on over my head, and it does the job well enough. I buckle on my belt, then move over to the window, and throw open the shutters.



A sprawling, medieval town bustles below me. People mill about, shout deals at the top of their lungs. The air smells of hay and horses, and the buildings look straight out of the set of some fantasy film. Had I not been forced to fight literal demons earlier, I might chalk up “wandered onto the set of a movie” as a legitimate explanation.



Still. Whether this is all real or not is kind of a pointless question. I can only experience the reality I see and hear, and I gain the same benefit from questioning the authenticity of this reality as I did questioning reality back home.



That is to say, absolutely nothing.



“Where am I?” I ask anyway.



“Um…” Allyandrea fidgets behind me, then takes a step closer. “This is the village of Elseworth. I was pretty close when I was beset upon by those demons, and when you saved me, I rushed you here as fast as I could.”



I look over my shoulder at her. She looks young, maybe just a teenager. Though she’s also an elf, who are allegedly immortal and eternally youthful. Maybe she’s actually a thousand years old. “Thanks for saving me.”



Allyandrea curtsies, an awkward gesture with a baby in her arms, “I guess we saved each other.”



“Anytime.” I turn back to watch the bustle outside, my thoughts drifting back towards my purpose for coming here. Whatever kind of weird magic bullshit brought me to this world… Daniel was looking for this, or looking for something. If Daniel went to that alleyway, there’s a chance that he ended up here.



No, more than just a chance. Hope burns like a fire inside my heart, not a poison this time, but something real, and tangible. If he came here, then it would make sense why we never found any trace of him before. He has to be here. This is a real lead.



My hands are shaking, and I swallow hard.



“You’re… not from this world, are you?” Allyandrea asks.



I start at the question and turn around. It seems a little odd to ask that so directly, but what do I know? “What gives you that idea?”



Allyandrea shrugs, and looks away. “Your clothes, the way you talk, the shape of your face. Those strange artifacts you carry, that weapon of yours. It all paints a certain picture.”



“Are… otherworldly travellers common around here?” I ask, and raise an eyebrow.



“I wouldn’t exactly say that they’re common, but yes, some have passed through this way from time to time.”



There it is. My mouth goes dry, and I clench my fists tight.



“Allyandrea, hurry up and grab the kid! We’re late for our shift at the temple!” a woman calls from somewhere below them.



Allyandrea blanches, and hoists Dalandric up over her shoulder. “I’m so sorry, I lost track of time again! I need to get going. You’re free to stay here and rest up. If you’d like, you can go outside, get some fresh air, explore the town. There’s a bag with a little bit of money on the dresser.”



She runs through her goodbye, the words tumbling out of her before I have any time to react, and a few moments later, she’s out the door.



Well, so much for that. All alone in a strange world, with nobody around to guide me, and no real leads. Still, I should be able to handle myself. I took Daniel to a renaissance faire once when he was eleven.



My phone buzzes in my pocket. I’d almost forgotten it was there. I fish it out, and find that it’s an alarm telling me to wake up and go to work. Great. How many sick days do I have left, anyway? Something tells me it won’t be enough. Will Dave come looking for me, the same way I did for Daniel, and find himself here? Unlikely. I didn’t leave any notes behind, because I’m an idiot.



There’s no signal on my phone, unsurprisingly. The battery is down to thirty percent, so I shut it off. I doubt I’ll find any way to charge it here, so might as well save it for emergencies.



With a sigh, I double check to make sure I have all of my belongings, then head out into the town proper.








The streets are teeming with life and activity. Men and women in old fashioned garments bustle this way and that, carrying things, shouting things, dumping pots of things into smelly piles. Most of the people here appear to be human, or at the very least, have rounded ears, though I spot the occasional elf wandering about. I have no real destination in mind, so I follow the flow of traffic, and soon find myself in a marketplace of some sort.



The coin purse Allyandrea gave me is full of copper and silver coins. I have no idea what they’re worth, but my stomach growls when I look at the various street vendors selling fresh food, and I decide to try my luck. I stop in front of an apple cart staffed by a burly man. Two coppers a piece, apparently.



One transaction later, and I bite into the apple. It’s a lot more tart than I really prefer, but food is food. Perhaps this world hasn’t figured out how to breed for sweetness in apples yet. I take a few more bites, then wipe at my mouth with my sleeve.



The shopkeeper gives me an odd look, probably confused as to why some strange woman is eating it right in front of him and just standing there.



I clear my throat, my cheeks a little red. “Hi. Sorry, I’m uh, new in town. My name is Sarah.”



“Sarah? That’s an odd name.” He shrugs, one eyebrow raised. “I'm Barthandelus. You want another apple?”



“Uh, not right this second.” I bit my lip. What I want is information. Some random apple merchant probably isn’t the best place to get it. But I have to start somewhere. “Actually, I’m looking for someone. My son. I think he might have passed through here three years or so ago. Teenage boy, brown hair, maybe around five eight. His name is Daniel.”



Barthandelus blinks, then shakes his head. “Er, no, sorry. I’m not familiar with anyone like that. That’s an odd name, too.”



My heart sinks in my chest a little, but I’m not giving up that easily. I pull out my wallet and fish out a small photo of Daniel, taken during his sophomore year of highschool. “This is what he looks like. Are you sure you don’t recognize him?”



“Hmm.” He takes the photo and brings it close to his face. “This is an amazing portrait. But I don’t…” He frowns, then his eyes light up with recognition, and my heart soars. “Aha! I do know this boy. I remember seeing him in the market occasionally, several years ago. He was an odd one, always looking amazed by everything he saw. Never caught his name, though.”



It’s all I can do to refrain myself from grabbing this man and shaking him until he spills all of his secrets. Even so, I lunge forward, gripping the side of the apple cart and nearly knocking several apples off the edge.”You saw him. My son was here. Where did he go? Is he alright? Where is he now?”



Barthandelus holds up his hands. “Woah now. I said I saw him around occasionally. Haven’t seen him in quite some time now.” He crosses his arms over his chest, his brow furrowed in thought. “I guess about two years now. Which means… Oh.”



I wait, my breath caught in my throat. “Oh? What does ‘oh’ mean.”



He lets out a long sigh, and rubs at his temples. “Two years ago, many young men went up north to fight in the war against the Demon King.”



“Demon King?” I repeat, dumbfounded. It’s certainly an ominous title, but it doesn’t hold a lot of meaning. But… war? Was my little boy drafted into fighting a war that wasn’t even his? My knees buckled and I slump against the cart, suddenly with no strength left to stand. This time my jostling does knock several apples to the ground.



“Hey!” Barthandelus cries out. He comes to the other side of the cart, and his big hands wrap around my arms, supporting me. He shakes me gently, then lifts my head up to meet his gaze. “Look. It’s Sarah, right? Everyone should know this already, but you said you’re not from around here, so I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. We won the war against the Demon King. He was slain by a great hero, and his hordes dispersed. A lot of soldiers didn’t come back home, but plenty did. And plenty more settled elsewhere. Just because your son didn’t return to our humble little Elseworth doesn’t mean he’s not still alive somewhere.”



Still alive. He has to still be alive, right? But my son was such a sweet, gentle boy. Always the first to help up a kid on the playground who tripped and fell. The thought of him in a war… bile rises up from my stomach. In my line of work, I’ve seen some of the worst of humanity. Drugs, murder, and rape. It’s been enough to harden my heart in a lot of ways.



But I don’t have any context for war. Instead, my mind draws context from Hollywood, and the grisly scene that plays in my mind is some sort of twisted cross between Braveheart and Saving Private Ryan. Starring Daniel Parker, right there in the center of all of it.



It’s too much. I bend over and hurl, losing those few bites of the apple, along with everything else in my stomach. Tears stream down my cheeks, mostly from the effort of vomiting, but in part due to my anguish as well.



Barthandelus sighs, and awkwardly pats me on the back. People are starting to stare, but its not like I have a reputation here to uphold.



A minute later and it’s all over. I spit on the ground several times, trying to work the remnants out of my mouth, then wipe the snot from my nose and the tears from my eyes. Barthendelus offers me a water skin, which I drink from greedily. It’s lukewarm and tastes like sweaty leather, but oh well.



“Are you alright, then?” he asks.



I nod. I’m not, but the despair and revulsion that overwhelmed me moments ago is already starting to resolve into determination. Daniel is here, he’s out there, somewhere, and I’m [i]going[i/] to find him.



Barthandelus takes a step back, eyebrow raised. “You look like you’re ready to wrestle a bear.”



“If I have to.” I pull out the coin purse again, and hand him a silver piece. “For your trouble. Look, I don’t know the worth of money here. Is this enough to travel north? To find my son?”



After briefly glancing through the money, he nods, and hands the purse back to me. “Should get you some supplies, enough to make it halfway, at least. It’s a long journey, and it comes with its fair share of dangers. Still, you seem like a capable woman.”



I take a deep breath. “Thank you for all your help, Bart.” I nod, fish my half eaten apple out of the grass, take a bite out of it, and make my way further into the market.



My shopping trip is fruitful, though I got fleeced for as much as a gullible outsider like me deserves .Even so, by the time the sun is setting, I am now the proud owner of a pack, a bedroll, a waterskin, enough dried fruit and jerky to last for a week, a map of the country, and, in my most expensive purchase, a thin shirt of silvery chain mail. The merchant swore up and down that it would stop knives and swords and arrows and claws. It’s probably too good to be true, but with a fresh injury still itching on my back, I decided to play it safe.



More importantly, the chainmail is in my size, and fits quite nicely. Not even major department stores can manage that sometimes.



With everything in tow, I make my way back to the building Allyandrea was staying at, though it takes me a bit to find it again. I want to discuss my plans with her, get her advice as a local, but she’s not back yet, so after struggling with the lack of modern plumbing, I lie down in bed and find myself drifting off to sleep.








I wake to the sound of the door slamming open, of frantic scrambling and heavy breathing.



I bolt upright, looking around, eyes wide. It’s dark, but there’s enough light streaming in from the windows to catch shadows. Someone’s rustling through a chest on far side of the room. “Where is it, come on!”



“Ally?” I ask. It sounds like her voice anyway. I reach over to where I set my utility belt, fumble my flashlight loose, and click it on.



Allyandrea turns to face me, startled at the sudden light. There’s a half crazed look in her eyes, her face is red from crying, and her dress has several long gashes in it.



“What’s wrong?” I immediately get out of bed and go over to her.



She takes a deep breath, then turns back to the chest, finally pulling out a necklace with a large blue sapphire embedded in it. She clasps it around her neck with trembling fingers, and when it rests against her skin, the gemstone starts to glow with a soft inner light. “They took him,” she manages to hiss, her teeth clenched.



I start getting dressed, throwing the chain shirt back on, along with my utility belt and holster. “Dalandric? Who took him, and where?”



“The demons. That… demon, the one that got away. I was in the temple for my usual duties, when it attacked. I never thought it could even enter such a sacred place… it snatched Dalandric out of his crib, and fled with him down into the catacombs. The temple guards went after it, but… I heard screaming. So I came back for this.” She takes a deep, shuddering breath, and closes one hand over the glowing stone. “With this, I might be able to…”



I have no idea what that stone can or can’t do. Magic, perhaps? Wouldn’t be too surprising, considering everything else in this world. I do one last check of my gear, then nod. “Lead the way.”



She blinks, then frowns. “You don't have to—”



One look from me silences her, and we both take off.



Allyandrea tears through the darkened streets like a mother whose son is in mortal danger. Luckily, the temple apparently isn’t very far away, because even adrenaline has its limits.



The temple is a fairly ornate building, with various murals of god like figures painted on its interior walls. I’m sure there’s all sorts of fascinating things to learn about religion in this culture, but I don’t care about any of it right now. Inside, several men and women in ornate robes are milling about, looking fitful in front of an open door that leads down a staircase.



Allyandrea barrels past them and charges straight down the stairs.



“Allyandrea, wait! It’s too dangerous, you’ll be killed!”



I hesitate for a moment. The priests look at me, I give them a half hearted shrug, and follow down after her.



The bottom of the stairs is bathed in darkness, save for the soft blue light of Allyandrea’s necklace. Luckily, she’s stopped, and is panting for breath.



“I’ll take point,” I say, and step in front of her, before bringing my flashlight up to illuminate a long, stone hallway. It’s full of cobwebs, and recesses in the wall hold coffins. Lovely. Catacombs was a literal term.



Allyandrea gives me an odd look. “You sound a lot like him. Like Daniel.”



I’m halfway through a step forward when she says this, and I freeze, my heart skipping a beat. I turn towards her slowly, my eyes wide. “You… know my son?”



She gasps softly, and it suddenly all falls into place. Dalandric’s face pops into my mind, and I’m astonished that I didn’t notice it earlier.



My… grandson.



My daughter-in-law.



Something unspoken passes between us in that moment. My bottom lip trembles, but then it’s back to business. My [i]grandson[i/] is in danger. We can have a touching reunion later.



“Where would it have taken him?” I ask. I start to advance forward at a cautious hustle and draw my gun, flicking the safety off and keeping it level with my flashlight.



Allyandrea hesitates for just a moment before she runs to catch up. She clutches her fingers around her necklace, and the blue light pulses. “I can sense a dark energy somewhere deep within. When you hit the crossroads, turn left!”



Cobwebs cling to my face, to my jacket. The air is dusty and moldy and makes me want to sneeze and run home and take a bath, but I push forward regardless.



When we reach the crossroads, I make a serious tactical mistake, and round the corner without checking first. But what I do see stops me in my tracks.



There are two fresh dead bodies lying on the ground, warm blood pooling around their limp forms. They’re wearing armor and carrying spears. Probably the temple guards Ally mentioned earlier.



Standing above them are two not so fresh bodies. Bare skeletons, standing upright, each with a rusty knife clutched tight in bony fingers. They move when I shine the light on them, hollow eye sockets turning to face me, like something straight out of a horror movie.



Training and instinct overcomes fear. I orient on the center mass of one, and squeeze the trigger. The gunshot is deafeningly loud in these tight corridors, and Allyandrea shrieks, covering her ears and falling to her knees.



The bullet clips a rib, breaking it off and sending a puff of bone dust into the air.



The skeleton looks down at the wound slowly, then back at me, its face locked an eternal grin.



Shit. I adjust my aim upwards, and put a bullet through its head. The skull shatters, bone shards ricocheting off the walls, and leaving a large chunk of it missing.



It doesn’t seem to care, and takes a step towards me, its knife raised, in tandem with its buddy.



I reach down and pull Ally to her feet, pushing her behind me even as I backpedal. “Any idea how to deal with these things?”



Ally shakes her head, still rubbing at her ears, then her eyes come back into focus. “I’ve got this!” she shouts. “Just hold them off for a few moments!”



She takes a deep breath, her necklace glows fiercely, and  then she… starts singing. It’s hauntingly beautiful, in a language I don’t understand. Nothing happens other than the light though.



Right. Got to buy her time. I consider my options. Just wasting bullets with the pistol at this point, and will likely go deaf besides. I start to reach for my nightstick, but the skeleton I shot charges suddenly, coming at me with surprising speed.



I drop my gun and flashlight and react with the precision granted by hours of hand to hand training on how specifically to deal with a knife wielding attacker. I step to the side, catch the skeleton by the arm, and use its momentum to carry it over my shoulder in a judo throw.



It’s light. Far lighter than a person should be, which completely throws off my balance. I manage to slam the skeleton to the ground, but it lacks the punishing force it would normally have. It lies on the ground, staring up at me stupidly for a moment.



I stomp down with my boot on its head, hard. Its skull crumbles into pieces below me.



The skeleton pulls away, head detached, and starts crawling back to its feet.



“Oh come—”



My complaint is cut short as the second skeleton drives its knife into the small of my back.



It hurts like a bitch, but not in the sense of getting stabbed. More like getting punched. The chain mail did its job, and the knife skitters past my side, narrowly missing my unprotected arm.



With its arm extended past me, I grab ahold of with two hands and yank,.The arm pops off, and I spin, smacking the other skeleton in the face with its own arm. It falls backwards, and I toss the arm at it, since it continues to writhe in my grasp, knife flailing dangerously.



With both skeletons momentarily stunned, I snatch up my flashlight and gun quickly, then rejoin Ally in the far hallway. “Any time now,” I growl, my breath coming in short gasps. 



Ally’s eyes are closed, but her song is reaching a crescendo. Blue, phantasmal fire arcs from her necklace, swirls around her, then swirls around me, before leaping into my gun.



I’m too stunned to drop it, even though it appears to be burning in my hand. It’s warm to the touch, though not painfully so.



“You should be able to banish their spirits with that,” Ally says, letting out a gasping breath. She slumps against the wall, looking drained.



I glance at my gun one more time, then turn back to the skeletons, who have regained their feet.



Aim carefully. Squeeze the trigger. Rather than the cacophonous thunderclap of a gunshot, it instead emits a hiss and pop, and a burst of blue fire streams towards the skeleton.



It connects with its sternum, and the fire immediately envelops the undead monstrosity. There’s a flash of a blue light, then it all fades, and there’s nothing left but a smoking pile of inert bones.



The second skeleton looks at its fallen companion, then back at me. Its bony features can only display its default macabre grin, but on some level it almost seems surprised.



My second magic bullet produces the same result, and the fight is over.



I slump onto the wall next to Ally, panting heavily, the adrenaline of combat still pumping through my veins. “Is that…” My voice is raspy, and I gesture vaguely towards the bones. “Are the undead a common problem down here?”



Ally shakes her head, her gaze distant. “That demon is doing something to this place. Awakening the dead to act as guardians.”



“Great. Do you think we’ll have to deal with more?”



“I don’t know, but the demon isn’t very strong .He shouldn’t be able to control that many.”



I nod, then pull my new waterskin from my belt, and drink from it greedily. I offer it to Ally, she does the same, and then we’re off once more. There’s no time to waste.



Several more skeletons attempt to ambush us, but fortunately they’re fairly clumsy, and my newly magic pistol is enough to make quick work of them. Ally directs me through the maze of hallways, left, then right, then right again. Soon, we can hear Dalandric’s cry echo through the halls, and we double our efforts.



We burst into a large antechamber, then stop in our tracks.



Dalandric lies on top of an altar, thrashing and screaming. Twisted circles of jagged lines are carved all over the room, and pulse with an ominous light. And the little demon bastard crouches over my grandson, dancing and raising its arms to the heavens. It’s the same one that got away from us earlier. I can tell by the small hole in its wing.



“Oh great lord!” The demon cries out, his voice jittery, almost orgasmic in its clear euphoria. “This child is of the seed of the hero that slew you! Accept this as your vessel and be reborn into this world!”



I raise my gun, aim, and pull the trigger. It clicks, and nothing happens.



Shit! I forgot to swap out the half spent magazine earlier. I immediately hit the release, and the magazine clatters to the ground, as I’m already grabbing my last magazine from my belt and slamming it into the gun in a practiced motion. It’s fast, and efficient.



The demon has time to notice us, though. Its eyes grow wide, and it screams in bloodcurdling rage, then jumps behind the altar to get cover.



I have my gun back up and trained on it, ready for whenever it jumps back into the open.



“Oh great lord!” The demon screams again, his voice shrill. “These interlopers seek to steal away your rightful prize. I beseech me, gift me the strength to tear them limb from limb!”



Something pulses through the room, the wumpf of a strong bass. I can feel it wash over me, and it leaves me feeling unclean, far more than the cobwebs and the dust ever could.



The demon laughs behind his altar, and the light in the antechamber dims for a moment.



With the sound of flesh tearing, the demon explodes into something much larger, a hulking humanoid form that stretches up to reach the ceiling, its muscled back the size of a pickup truck.



Slowly, the beast turns around, revealing a somehow even uglier face than before, but still full of just as many razor sharp teeth.



I raise my gun, and fire. One, two, three shots directly into its center mass. They still burn with holy fire, but if they have any effect on the demon other than mild annoyance, the only response I get is a wide grin.



I look at Ally, and she nods. We both dart in opposite directions around the room, and she starts singing once more, calling upon her magic. Whatever’s she’s doing this time, I sure hope it’s something big.



The demon roars, pounds its chest, then leaps over the altar, charging straight for me.



I run to the side, gun still raised, firing into it freely. Luckily, he’s such a big target, so every shot hits even when I barely aim. If they only made a difference, that would be nice. Six more bullets spent, six left.



This is the kind of thing an entire riot team should deal with, not one cop with a pistol!



The demon is frightfully fast, and pivots to charge at me again. I dive out of the way at the last second, and the demon slams into the far wall, impacting hard enough to shake the catacombs around us. If I’m hit with that, I’ll be little more than a smear of tomato paste on the wall.



As the demon turns, somewhat stunned, I raise my pistol, and on a whim, aim for the genitals.



It’s a direct hit, but still no good. Oh well. I scramble to my feet, and start retreating backwards once more. I spare a glance for Ally.



She’s reached the altar, and a swirling cloud of dark energy hovers above Dalandric. Fury burning in her eyes, she raises her hand, which glows with a fierce light. The darkness burns away, and I can sense a supernatural rage in the air.



Well, looks like she’s too busy to help. The demon has reoriented himself on me once more .I line up my shot, and aim for the head this time. The first one goes wild. The second grazes his cheek. The third hits dead center in his forehead. And bounces off.



I curse, and put my last two bullets in his chest, leaving me completely dry.



The demon laughs, his voice echoing throughout the room, then charges me once more, intent on finishing me off.



I go low this time, running at him in a fearsome charge of my own, then diving to slide underneath his leg. It’s a risky maneuver, but it works, and once again he crashes into the far wall, momentarily stunned.



When he turns back around, I’m there to greet him with a full can of weapons grade pepper spray directly to his eyeballs.



The demon howls in pain, scratching at his eyes and screaming bloody murder.



In an enclosed space with little to no ventilation, this is just as bad for us as it is for the demon, so I quickly shout, “Grab Dalandric and let’s get out of here!” then hold my breath and back away from the spreading cloud of noxious irritant.



Ally holds her necklace high above her head, the light from it almost as blinding as the pepper spray. With a defiant scream, she smashes it against the altar. A pulse of energy washes over me, making me feel good in all the ways the demonic energy didn’t. She lets out a long breath, glances at me, then scoops up Dalandric into her arms and sprints towards the hallway.



Even blind, full of fifteen gunshot wounds, and in excruciating agony, the demon roars, and charges towards us.



Its shoulders grind against the stone walls of the catacombs, and it can barely move forward. It roars again, and flexes, stone shuddering against its strength, bricks popping out of walls.



I decide not to stick around to see if the demon can free itself.



Fortunately, Ally remembers the way through the twisting tunnels, and we make our way through them, never stopping or slowing down. It seems like only minutes pass before we’re jumping over the corpses of those poor guards, rounding the corner, then up the stairs into the temple proper.



I collapse into an exhausted heap once we make it upstairs. My lungs are on fire, my eyes itch from that whiff of pepper spray, and my side has gone into a full blown stitch. Ally doesn’t seem to be faring much better, and poor Dalandric is still bawling his eyes out.



The temple has filled up with a lot more priests, and a whole squadron of what appear to be guards, and even one resplendent looking dude in full plate armor.



Ally manages to sum up the situation in a few short breaths, and the soldiers descend into the catacombs to finish the job we started.



I lie there, still out of breath, and look over at her. My daughter in law. And my grandson.



And I smile.








I sit on the edge of the bed, Dal curled up in my arms. It’s still amazing I never noticed it before. His eyes are his mother’s, but I can see my Daniel in his cheeks. In the way his brow furrows when he’s thinking about something.



Dal tugs on my ponytail, then giggles at the expression I make. Same as he has the last three times in a row.



The warmth that fills me in this moment is amazing, and euphoric. It’s something I’d forgotten. Something I was sure I’d never feel again. God—me, a grandmother. I’m not even forty yet. After so long missing my son, searching for him, being alone, shutting myself off emotionally. And now, this precious small child. A treasure I never expected or wanted or even considered, but will now give anything to keep safe.



The door opens, and I look up as Ally enters. Her hair is damp from the bath. She hesitates in the doorway, not making eye contact, then takes a deep breath and scurries over, sitting next to me on the bed.



I raise Dal to offer him to her, but she shakes her head. “You can hold him. He likes you.”



I nod. He’s already a year old. I have a lot of time to make up for.



We sit there in silence for several minutes, the only sounds that of a baby.



“So,” I finally say. “You’re my daughter in law.”



Ally winces, and looks away. “I, uh… Daniel and I were never joined in wedlock.”



I blink, and look over at her. She’s blushing furiously. “Oh.” I clear my throat, and shrug. “Well, that doesn’t matter to me. You’re the mother of my grandson. In my mind, that makes you family.” She has an odd look on her face, so I quickly add, “That is, if you to be.”



She bites her lip, her eyes searching mine for something. “Daniel always spoke very highly of you. He said that his Mom was always a great champion of justice. A hero, and that was why he wanted to be one too. I can see now that it’s true.”



My heart wrenches with both guilt and pride. Every parent wants their children to think the world of them, but I’d never really been able to give him the time he deserved. Yet he still spoke of me so highly? I feel tears brimming in my eyes, and I force them away. “Daniel disappeared from… my world, three years ago. It broke my heart, and I’ve never been the same since. But know  that he was here with you, and little Dal... “ I reach out and run a finger along Ally’s cheek, and make a sound somewhere between a laugh and sob.



Ally smiles, and takes my hand in hers, but there’s sadness in her eyes. “Daniel never got to meet Dal. Two years ago, when things were getting bad, he signed up to go fight the Demon King. He promised me he’d return, and that night we…” Her face grows red, and she coughs.



“I see.” I think for a moment, then decide to pull Ally into a hug. She stiffens for a moment, then softens into the embrace. Dal is squished in between the hug, and he giggles happily, groping at his mother.



“I’m going to find Daniel,” I whisper into her ear. “That’s what I’ve wanted to do for the last three years. But now, well. I’ve never let him slack on on his responsibilities before, and I won’t let him do so now.”



Ally laughs, then lets out a long sigh. She’s silent for a long time, before she takes a deep breath, and nods. “I’m coming with you.”



I start, and pull out of the embrace, placing my hands on Ally’s shoulders. “Are you sure? You have a life here. A baby to raise. I don’t know a lot about this world, but I can’t imagine traveling long distances is very child friendly. I’ll bring him back to you, I promise.”



“It’s more than that.” Ally shakes her head, and there’s determination in her eyes. “Those evil bastards are after my son, for some reason. If I stay here, I’ll just be a target. But who better to keep him safe than Grandma the Hero?”



I laugh, despite myself. “Please don’t let that be my actual title.”



She sticks her tongue out, and continues. “Besides. Like you said, you don’t know this world very well. I can keep you out of trouble just as much as you can keep me safe. And I want to find Daniel too.”



“Alright, if you’re sure.” I gesture towards my pile of supplies in the corner. “I did my best to pack for a journey, but I’m sure you know more about what we’ll need.”



Ally nods. “We can figure out the logistics in the morning. It’s been a long night.” Ally yawns, and stretches. “I’m looking forward to it… Mom.”



My heart bursts with warmth at those words, and I give the most genuine smile I have in years. “Yeah, me too.”
      

      
   
      Inheritance of The Meek


      

      
      
         Steam rose above the teacup, carrying with it the earthy scent of dandelion and honey. It was nearly enough to cover the smell of diesel oil and lye soap.



She lifted the teacup to her lips and blew gently, her eyes tracing the lines of the Eiffel Tower on the faded jigsaw puzzle glued to the wall. The orange sunlight that splashed from the ceiling lent everything a pastel hue and seemed to make the world somehow softer, quieter. Even the distant drone of propellers faded into the background when she closed her eyes and took a sip of rich tea.



With a smile, she sighed and unfolded a pristine napkin before placing it in her lap and smoothing it down over the jet-black jumpsuit that she kept unzipped with the sleeves tied about her waist. The cabin door slid open and let in a rush of chilly air just as she reached out for one of the half-dozen scones arranged into a perfect hexagon.



A young man stepped inside, closing the door and peeling off his fleece-lined leather jacket in a single motion before tossing it on the bottom bunk. He flopped into a chair on the other side of the little checkerboard table with a loud sigh. “Hey, Rennie,” he said, snatching a scone and cramming the whole thing in his mouth.



Rennie lifted the napkin to dab at the corner of her mouth as she glared at him. “Good morning, Ber.”



He grunted and pulled off his heavy wool cap, tossing it toward the bed but missing entirely. Barely taking the time to swallow, he grabbed another scone and popped it into his mouth, licking the butter off his fingers.



“Those,” Rennie said, squeezing her napkin hard enough that her raw red knuckles turned white, “are my scones.”



Ber grinned, chewed, and stretched out his hand one more time.



“I will cut you,” she muttered as she lifted the cup to her lips.



Ber pulled his hand back to cover his mouth as he snorted, chewing and laughing and breathing at the same time.



Rennie sighed and lifted the teapot, holding the lid with her other hand, careful to keep the blue fishermen and willow trees lined up as she poured a cup of tea. She set down the teapot and pushed the saucer and cup across the table.



After a loud slurp, Ber swallowed and shook his head. “That’s not very civilized. Grandma says that politeness is the backbone of civilization.”



“The way I said it was civilized.” She took a quiet sip. “Besides, Grandma also says that respect for others’ property is the foundation of civilization.” Another sip. “Also, toilets. How was watch?”



Ber drained his cup, then pulled a small chunk of wood and a folding knife out of his pocket as he leaned back in his chair. “Cold. I ain’t gonna complain though. I’ll never get tired of seeing sunrise from fifteen hundred meters. It’s the simple things in life, you know?”



“That’s why I love you.” She stretched out one leg and pushed his chair away from the tiny table with a chattering noise. 



“Heh,” he said, pushing his knife into the wood and carving off one chip after another. “Did see an airplane though. Southern Illinois Commune’s crimson livery. Started pacing The Meek at first light.”



“I wonder what they wanted.”



“Dunno. We are in their territory, but they didn’t signal anything. I wonder if they could help us find the old Monsanto building?”



Rennie shook her head, her tight bun barely wobbling as she swallowed her sip of tea. “I doubt anyone’s been in Saint Louis enough to know where anything is. Or rather, I guess, lived long enough afterward to map it out.”



“Maybe the SIC heard about what we were doing in Pittsburg, and they want their own steel mill.”



Rennie began pouring herself another cup. “Hmmm. Rumor is that they have plenty of pig iron from the furnaces we installed last time we came through, what, four years ago? That and they should have enough coal and limestone for the Bessemer process.”



“I dunno about the rest of it, but they have plenty of coal.” He paused to blow some wood chips off of his carving. “We even saw what looked like city lights on the western horizon just before morning watch relieved us. I bet they got one of those old power plants working.”



“Wow.” She set down the teapot and turned to gaze at a poster on the wall, exactly centered between the door and the bunk bed. Dozens of people rushed their own way in an enormous canyon of skyscrapers with only the tiniest sliver of starless night above. Every surface was covered in brilliant screens whose advertisements and cheery slogans washed the darkness away with a multicolored artificial daylight. None of them were afraid of the night, nor of the strangers pressing at their elbows. With a smile, Rennie’s eyes lingered on the scene as she asked, “Did you tell grandma?”



“I wanted to stay and watch the sunrise. Sherwin said he’d do it.”



“Mmmm,” she hummed through a sip of tea. “Are we close enough to see the arch yet?”



“Nah,” he said, digging the tip of his pocket knife into the wood and twisting it back and forth. “Strong headwind all night. We won’t reach Saint Louis until this afternoon or so.”



Rennie nodded as she set down her cup and reached for a scone.



The room lurched and tilted as the propeller noise increased in pitch. Both of the room’s occupants sat up straight, their heads whipping around to watch a strip of LEDs mounted just above the door. The splash of sunlight swept across the wall, illuminating half a dozen posters before glinting off a set of immaculately polished wrenches in a tool belt that hung by the door.



A siren spun up into a reverberating howl, followed a moment later by a flood of red light from the LEDs and the tromp of boots running both ways on metal grating. Ber dropped his knife and carving onto the table as he scrambled to pick up his coat and hat. The cabin door slid open just as Rennie was pulling the jumpsuit up over her shoulders, and a bearded man stuck his head into the room and pointed at them in turn. “Reynolds, damage control. Bernoulli—”



“Turret three, on it!”



“Nuh-uh. Mendoza’s out of commission, you’ve got his plane. Congratulations on your promotion, now get to the hangar!” He disappeared in a flurry of footsteps, leaving the door wide open.



The popping rumble of starting engines erupted from below as Ber blinked and ran the fingers of both hands through his curly hair. He rested his hands on top of his head and puffed out his cheeks with a long exhale.



Rennie strapped her tool belt around her waist. “If Rye says you’re ready to defend The Meek, you’re ready. I’ve seen you fly, and whoever these assholes are, they’re about to have a bad day.” She punched him in the arm. “Give ‘em hell. And stay safe out there.”



“Y-yeah. You too, sis.”








“Tits.”



Rennie looked at her trembling hand. Fingers weren’t supposed to bend that way. On instinct, she checked between her feet, but all she saw was the narrow duralumin strut she was balanced on and the distant fields below. The only trace of the wrench she’d been holding was a splash of black debris embedded into the skin of her palm. That wasn’t going to wash off, no matter how much soap she used, no matter how hard she scrubbed. And she was out one thirteen millimeter steel wrench. 



With a grunt, she twisted around and screamed at the crimson biplanes swarming around the massive airship, “That was a matching set! Savages!”



The heartbeat pounding in her head and in her hand was louder than the POMPOMPOM of the Oerlikon twenty millimeter cannons just out of sight above the curve of the hull. She lowered herself until she could sit on the narrow beam, hooked her elbows around a pair of support cables, and took several deep breaths before squeezing her eyes shut and yanking on the twisted finger with her other hand.



When the stars in her vision had subsided, she flexed her fingers. Not broken, just dislocated. And dirty.



She sighed, looking over her shoulder just long enough to see one of the biplanes get shredded by a bursting twenty millimeter shell. Small consolation, but it was enough to make her grin as she turned back to her task. They probably thought these pre-war radar-fused shells were magic.



The lightweight aluminum engine block she was looking at may as well have been magic, too, for all that she could do to replace it. Only a handful of cities could make even cast iron, and there was exactly one functional steel mill in the world, nevermind aluminum.



Magic or not, the engine wouldn’t run without an oil pump. She poked at the jagged bullet hole, hands already caked in black grease from her first attempt to remove the pump. The housing was toast, but if she could get the rest of the bolts loose, then she could run it down to the machine shop in the hangar and at least cobble something together. She’d have to make two trips; one to borrow a wrench, and one to come back with the broken oil pump. Twenty minutes, at least.



As she started to shimmy back along the strut, the sound of one propeller rose out of the din, increasing in pitch and volume. Rennie turned around, squinting through her goggles into the brilliant blue sky. Several red biplanes littered the rich farmland below, and several more were still dodging the sleek little aluminum Zephyrs, but there was one just pulling out of a sharp turn as it lined itself up for a strafing run on the engine where Rennie was perched.



“Shitshitshitshitshit,” she hissed under her breath as she hooked her wrist over one strut and reached out to the next with her left hand. Even if she made it back to the catwalk, or inside the hull, there was no part of the entire ship that would stop a bullet. She swung around the rear of the engine, lifted herself onto the nacelle boom, and scrunched down behind the largest chunk of metal around.



The sound of bullets impacting the engine came a full second before the roar of the biplane’s machine gun. Hot oil and shards of metal sprayed across Rennie as lead slugs peppered the engine and hammered a path through the pistons and shafts inside. At the first pause, she flung herself toward the catwalk and sprinted forward, trying to be anywhere that someone wasn’t shooting at.



There had been too much air outside, and nothing but. Nothing between her and the savages. But here inside the hull, there seemed to be no air at all. Her lungs burned and the handrails swam around her as she fell.








She woke alone.



She shouldn’t have been alone. 



Her mouth was dry, and it hurt to breathe. She reached up to brush a mop of chestnut curls away from her face but her right arm was in a sling. Three fingers were taped together on her right hand. Her left hand was filthy with grease and dried blood. When she looked up, the room kept moving for the space of a heartbeat after her head had come to rest.



Most of the lights were off, though a reading lamp still illuminated a ratty book on the table next to the bed. White cabinets and racks of vials lined the walls, filled with little brown bottles labeled in pencil. An IV hanger and oxygen bottle were crowded into one corner next to a sleek computer with its dust cover folded and draped over an empty chair. Doctor Govinda had told her once that in the old days, the machine was used to look at babies before they were born. Rennie had only ever seen it used to find bullets and cancer. Lots of cancer.



She sat up with a grunt, using her good arm to push herself into a vertical position before planting her feet on the floor. While waiting for the waves of dizziness to subside, she let the vibrations of the floor speak to her. Seven of the eight engines were still running. A quick glance around the room confirmed that her wrenches were gone. So was her jumpsuit.



In fact, she was wearing nothing but a full-torso wrap of bandages and the shorts she’d had under the jumpsuit this morning. It didn’t take too much effort to stand up, but trying to pull the sheets off the bed was impossible with one arm. She just didn’t have the balance to tug and stand at the same time—not without another arm to brace against something—so she lowered herself to her bare knees and lifted the mattress with her shoulder as she tugged at the sheet.



Once Rennie had wrapped the bedding around her shoulders like a shroud, she opened the door. Warm sunlight and all the sounds of home surrounded her. Pneumatic impact wrenches. Shouting and hammering. A song of propellers and wind that sang of life above the mud and disease.



The textured aluminum catwalk bit into her bare feet as she stepped out of the infirmary. She leaned against the railing, looking through the hangar’s open floor and taking a moment to watch the airship’s shadow glide over fields of grain baking in the summer sun. Beneath her feet, she could see the hangar work area through the metal mesh, with toolboxes and munition crates along the wall. Four of the Zephyrs were each dangling from a trapeze, suspended above the work floor where a team of mechanics were checking them for bullet holes or other damage. None of them looked up at her.



The fifth plane must have been scouting. That was why Ber hadn’t been at her bedside. He was a good pilot, and he had sharp eyes. First choice for any scouting missions, though he’d never been in combat before today. She wondered if he had seen the arch yet.



Rennie pulled the sheet tighter around herself, shivering in spite of the warm breeze that circled around her calves. Stepping deliberately, gingerly, she made her way towards the captain’s cabin at the other end of the hangar, past rows of cabins like hers, with their doors all standing open.



The captain’s cabin door was slightly ajar, and as Rennie approached she could hear voices trickling out of the cabin. One belonged to Rye. “… put him in that plane, and I have to live with that, but you and Katherine put those biplanes in the air.”



The captain’s voice was calmer. “We showed them how to build engines. It’s their choice whether to use them in airplanes or tractors.”



“Goddammit, Nancy. We shared too much, and now it’s bit us in the ass. We helped these assholes shoot us out of the sky.”



“We can’t keep everyone else in the dark ages just because it gives us an advantage.”



“We can’t help anybody if we’re dead.”



“We can’t give them hammers and not expect that they use them to make guns. We can’t give them tractors without also giving them airplanes.”



“And when we give them Monsanto wheat, what will they get then?”



Rennie leaned against the door frame and gave a thin, weak smile when she heard a smile in the tone of Nancy’s voice. “Fed.” A chair creaked. “Before the war, we had these highways. People driving cars both ways down the same road, at sixty miles an hour. Everyone around you was in control of half a ton of steel and gasoline, zipping past you just inches away. All it would take was a twitch of their hand, and you’d be horribly injured or dead. But for all of us, it was just routine. Everyone had to trust everyone else, and for the most part, it worked. Just because someone has the capability to hurt you doesn’t mean that they will. Do you know why it worked?”



Rye sighed. “Because nobody was starving. A hungry dog will bite anyone, I know. But if we go through with this, we’d be feeding their people and their soldiers.” His footsteps approached the door before it slid open. He was still facing into the room as he said, “I hope your conscience is—”



He turned around and saw Rennie, then immediately broke eye contact and turned toward the catwalk with his head lowered. He strode toward the spiral staircase and quickly began to descend, pausing just long enough to throw a final glance at the young woman before disappearing completely. 



Rennie peeked around the edge of the doorway, and saw a white-haired woman looking back at her. She stepped inside, padding silently across the floor until she was standing next to the older woman’s desk. “Grandma?”



Nancy reached out and put a wrinkled hand on Rennie’s shoulder, rubbing it gently as she said, “How are you doing, sweetie?”



“I’m dizzy, and confused. What happened?”



“You were injured. Nothing too bad, but you went into shock. Something about your pneumothorax? Doctor Govinda got you fixed up, though. How’s your hand?”



Rennie lifted her left arm and inspected her good hand, turning it over and flexing her fingers. Crusty dried blood almost covered the black grease that filled every crease and crinkle in her skin. It had even worked its way under her fingernails. “I… th-this is going to take hours to get clean.”



“Your other hand, doofus. The one that got shot.”



She stuck her bandaged hand out from under her makeshift shawl, and turned her hand palm-up. “I think it’s permanent. There’s soot or something under the skin.”



Nancy grunted with a half-smile as she slid a pair of wire-rim glasses onto her nose and turned slightly toward her desk. “Well, I’m glad it doesn’t hurt too much. How are you doing?”



Rennie leaned to the side, looking around her grandmother at a yellowing paperback that sat open on the desk next to a notepad and the stub of a pencil. She reached out and lifted the front cover of the book. The blue paperboard cover was curled around the edges and the glossy plastic laminate clung only in patches near the center, but the title was still legible.



WHO Model List of Essential Medicines, 21st edition, 2019



“Second watch saw electric lights,” Nancy murmured as she tapped her notebook with two fingers. “That means a power grid, and that means—”



“Grandma.” Rennie took the book from the table and closed it gently before turning and placing it on a bookshelf out of her grandmother’s reach. “You’re not that kind of doctor. You’re trying to distract yourself. What happened? Rye wouldn’t even look at me. Nobody in the hangar would look at me.”



Nancy sighed and pulled her glasses off. She was silent for several seconds. “Bernoulli was shot down.”



Rennie didn’t move. She didn’t cry, or speak.



“They attacked us out of nowhere,” Nancy said as she pulled her granddaughter closer, rubbing her back gently through the bedsheet. “We don’t know why, but—”



“They’re savages. What more reason do they need?”



Nancy chuckled dryly. “You’ve lived most of your life in a castle in the sky. You don’t know what savage is.”



“I’ve seen children dying of typhus. Illiterates burning down libraries and shitting in their own wells.”



Nancy rose and guided the pair to a small couch. “The war started and ended on the same day. None of the missiles landed in Los Angeles, but they didn’t have to. The electricity went out, then the gasoline ran out, and within twenty four hours, there was no more food. Suddenly my friends and coworkers, the people with whom I had marched for peace and tolerance and causes you wouldn’t even understand… They were willing to fight and kill for a bite of food.



“The look in a starving woman’s eyes. Or a man’s eyes, with a different kind of hunger. That still exists today, of course, and it always will, but back then there just wasn’t anything else. There was no home to go home to, where you could lock the doors and sleep, or get a hot meal that would fill you up. We’re still not civilized, not by a long shot, but the Southern Illinois Commune waging a war because of some kind of shadowy political intrigue? That’s closer to civilization than it is to savagery.”



“No,” Rennie croaked, “we are civilized. We are. They—” she jabbed an arm toward the window where the distant Illinois horizon was rolling past “—are the savages. They have no place in the world we’re making!”



Nancy took Rennie’s hand and held it, rubbing off some of the dried blood as she talked. “I know you’re angry, and if we could go back in time and save your brother, I would drop everything to do it. But nineteen SIC planes got shot down, not just one of ours. There are nineteen families besides ours who lost someone important today, and we—”



“Good.”



After a deep breath, Nancy lifted Rennie’s chin and looked her in the eyes. “Remember when you said that you saw illiterate savages contaminating their own drinking water? Part of being civilized is dealing with your own shit so it doesn’t make you sick.”



“What’s making me sick isn’t in here. It’s out there. If the world was civilized, I’d still have a brother. We’d still have a mother. My hands would be clean. I could go to a grocery store. We’re trying to make the world a civilized place, but they don’t want to be civilized.”



“Yes,” Nancy said as she stood up, reaching down to help Rennie stand as well. “That’s exactly the kind of thing you have to deal with. You need a good nap, some good food, a good cry, and probably some pants. We should reach Saint Louis in a couple of hours, and without Bernoulli I’ll need you to coordinate the effort at the Botanical Gardens Library. Go take a nap, and I’ll send someone to wake you up.”








Rennie awoke tumbling through the air.



When she opened her eyes, she was on the floor and couldn’t remember what she had been dreaming about. Rye stood over her with a grimace while one hand rubbed his face. “Briefing starts in five minutes. Try not to punch anybody else on your way there.”



As the sound of footsteps on the catwalk receded, Rennie stood up and winced before stumbling over to the window. She leaned against the glass and looked to the west, easily spotting the lazy curves of the Mississippi river, though she was on the wrong side of the ship to see the city of Saint Louis.



With a grunt, she pulled the gauze wrap off of her right hand and made a fist several times. After one more glance at the river, she turned around and began digging through a chest of clothes, eventually pulling out a pair of cargo pants. They were at least three sizes too big, and required a belt to hold them against her hips, but they weren’t frayed or patched. 



Her arm was too sore to pull a tee shirt over her head, so she picked the only button-down shirt she had; a white, lacy blouse with puffy shoulders. She stopped to look at herself in a mirror and frowned. Her hair was tangled and oily, and there was grease and dried blood on her face to match her hands. She’d already managed to get greasy black-brown finger stains on her blouse, too.



She picked up a bar of lye soap and turned toward the door, but stopped when she saw an unfinished wooden carving laying next to a few scones on her little table. Ber’s knife lay, still open, with a tiny chip of wood hanging on to the edge of the blade. Rennie picked up the carving and turned it over in her fingers.



It had the form of a horse’s neck, arcing up and forward in a graceful curve of powerful muscle that ended in an unrefined head-shaped block. The surface was uncomfortable to touch; every edge was rough and covered in splinters that threatened to embed in her skin. 



The block of soap in her left hand was smooth. It was comfortable. Her fingers slid over its surface easily and painlessly. It promised clean skin, clean hair, a clean smell, and a civilized appearance.



Rennie placed them both on the checkered table, leaving a finger on each one as she looked over the positions of the soap, the knight, and the stale scones. Two teacups and one teapot. After a deep breath, she tilted the bar of soap until it fell over, then picked up the knight and squeezed it against her palm.



With one last glance at the abandoned bar of soap, she stuffed the unfinished knight in her pants pocket and shuffled toward the door, picking up a pair of boots as she left.







“There she is,” Rye announced as Rennie sat down on a toolbox and started pulling on her boots. “Now, we’re about twenty minutes away from the Missouri Botanical Garden Library. Jim’s passing out the mimeograph of titles we’re looking for. These should help farmers across the continent make the best use of their land and the crops they have access to. We’ve got Mr. and Mrs. Branson here to compile the information into a single book while we’re en route to L.A. There’s a printing press museum there that will make enough copies for us to distribute, and then it’s up to the folks on the ground. That should help increase food security across the continent, even if we can’t find where Monsanto sent that grain.



“That’s what’s at stake. Here’s the problem. We suspect the Southern Illinois Commune is on our tail after we kicked theirs. We don’t know why they’re after us, but they’ve basically declared war. We can’t afford to spend the night, so we need to get in and out of the library quick enough to proceed west to Monsanto before dark. That’s why you’re all here, instead of just the twins and me and Jim. Any questions?”



One of the mechanics spoke up. “Do we even have enough rifles for everyone, if the SIC is coming after us?”



“We’re worried about their airplanes, not their army. The most we can expect down there is wild dogs. There’s too many hotspots to station any soldiers here, and we hope to be gone before they can get anybody here on horseback. Nobody’s bringing rifles, just pistols. Travel light.”



The same mechanic ran a hand through his hair, then held it up in front of his chest. “So, do we need to be worried about radiation?”



“No,” Rye said with a shake of his head. “Not unless you’re planning on hiking around for a day or two. Just don’t lick the dust off the windows or drink from any puddles. No eating or drinking at all, for that matter. We’ll have everyone wash up before they come back on board.”



A woman in thick glasses cleared her throat. “How, uh, how do we do it? Just wander around looking for the books?”



Rye nodded. “We’ll break up into groups, which will split into pairs. Everyone will get a section to search. Stick with your buddy and one scans titles while the other keeps their head on a swivel. When you find a book, call it out and Reynolds will radio it up. Your team leader will have more details, but that’s the basic idea. Anybody else?”



Rennie raised a hand. “How long do we have? What’re we shooting for?”



With a deep breath, Rye ran a hand over his beard and raised his eyebrows. “Well, we don’t know how long it’ll take to find those shipping manifests at Monsanto, so quicker is better.”



“Okay, but… At what point do I call it off if we haven’t found all the books?”



Rye shrugged. “Bernoulli was our expert, and you’re the next most knowledgeable. That’s got to be your call. Sorry to put you on the spot so soon after, but that’s what life is right now. Anybody else?”



The hanger was as quiet as it could be with the wind and propellers just outside.



“Alright. Everyone grab your pistols and bags, then meet back here.”








Rennie’s fingers traced the lines of the automatic pistol in her pocket as she watched Rye drag the last of the bodies into the foyer.



A clunky submachine gun dangled from a strap across Rye’s back, made of surplus plumbing and hardware store scraps. He kicked the dead man’s legs until he was laid out roughly parallel to the other five uniformed men. Five SIC soldier uniforms, and one in a traditional pilot’s jacket of leather and wool fleece.



Rennie ignored the sobbing of the woman in thick glasses, and squatted down next to the pilot. She took a double handful of the dead man’s coat and lifted, flipping his body over as the jacket unwrapped from his torso. One of the sleeves caught on his arm as it refused to bend in the direction she needed, so she stomped on his elbow with a visceral crunch. The jacket came loose and swung from her fingers for a moment before she swept it around her shoulders and slipped both of her arms through the sleeves.



When she looked up, Rye made eye contact with her, but nobody else seemed to care. He gave her half a nod, then turned to the sobbing woman and the bloody man in her arms.



Broken glass crunched under her boots as she turned to face the remaining crew of The Meek. Afternoon sunlight filled the foyer, no longer hindered by the dingy windows that had been shattered by the same twenty millimeter shells that annihilated half of the ambush. Her radio crackled with a young man’s voice, “Rennie?”



She keyed the button. “What is it, Sherwin?”



“We don’t see any more gliders. Looks like it was just the one.”



Rennie felt a dozen sets of eyes on her. She turned around and stepped through a window, letting the dry grass of the parking lot brush past her pants legs. Across the parking lot, visible on the other side of the maple trees that had sprouted through the asphalt, was a decorative fence twisted by the growing shrubs. Past the fence was a line of ancient cars, their tires rotted to powder and their windows covered in green mold. She held the button again. “You sure they didn’t land another one somewhere?”



“The only road clear enough to land a glider looks to be I-44, and that’s the only one we can see for miles. That said, I have no idea how many people were on the glider, so keep your eyes open. Stay safe down there, Ren.”



“Roger that.” She turned back to the library and strode toward the broken window, hollering inside, “There might be more, but probably not many of them. We need those books, but keep your eyes open!”



Everyone seemed frozen to the floor. Rennie didn’t stop her march; she just grabbed the first person in her way and shoved him in front of her, heading into the stacks. She pulled the pistol out of her pocket and held it by her leg, letting the warm weight of it soak into her sore hand as her unwilling partner shone a little flashlight over the rows of books. Voices and footsteps erupted behind her as everyone else made their way into the darkened library.







Screams and sobbing came pouring out of the darkness where two pairs had disappeared in search of mold-related tomes. A man was crying and denouncing all manner of crimes against civilization. Rennie stepped out of the shadows and dropped her clipboard onto a table, watching four of her shipmates drag him into the foyer.



His uniform was crisp, clean, and very fancy. Gold braids and rigid shoulder boards decorated his coat, with a billboard of colorful awards on his breast. Rye yanked a handful of cords from behind a dead computer and began tying the man’s wrists together.



He looked from one person to another. “I-I didn’t shoot anybody! I swear! I’m just a political officer… I didn’t, I’m not, I…”



By the time he stopped talking, he was firmly tied to a rolling chair at the checkout desk. Even his boots had been lashed to the wheeled feet of the chair. Rye took the hat off of his head and tossed it into the debris near the door before squatting in front of him. “Now, you’re lucky you didn’t get a chance to burn down this library.” He turned to Rennie as he stood up. “You finish getting the books. I need to talk to our friend here.”



“No,” Rennie said. She stepped over and planted her hands on the tall back of the chair. “I’ve got this.”



Rye shoved the chair, sending it and its occupant rolling across the floor towards a reading room, then leaned in to whisper to Rennie. “We can’t count on the next ambush happening right in front of one of our turrets. We need to know if there’s more of them waiting somewhere. We need to know why they attacked us. On any other day, I’d say you don’t have what it takes to interrogate someone but… But right now, I think that asshole is the only one who’s not scared of you.”



Rennie stared at him while she let her hand run over the edges of her new leather jacket. She followed his gaze to the small crowd that had collected in the foyer, some with books in their arms and others with pistols in their hands. They were all watching her.



“I don’t think any of them have ever seen you with your hair down. Let alone—” he grabbed her hands and held them up in front of her own face, one covered in grease and flaky blood, the other painted black and blue “—like this. You were this one solid rock, a beacon of civilization. All about washing your hands and drinking tea with your pinkie in the air. And now everyone is lost because you are. Like you forgot what civilization is.”



She took her hands back and shoved them in her pockets. One touched the grip of a pistol, smooth and warm and heavy. The other found a piece of wood. Rough and organic. “I’ll figure it out.”







Rennie closed the door to the reading room. Her prisoner sat in the center of the room with sunlight painting his shoulders from behind. He cleared his throat. “I am Commissar John Myers, of the Southern Illinois Commune. I’m the only one left, there is no one else.”



She pulled the little gun out of her pocket and held it up in the light. “My mother made this pistol for me. It’s a very old design, from before the computerized machine shops. It’s a design that can be made on hand lathes. That was her specialty, you know. She designed machines, like engines, that you could manufacture with your blacksmith shops and water wheels. Engines that you put in airplanes.”



“I-I can help you, if you promise to take me with you on The Meek. Make me part of your crew.”



“The pistol was called a Savage, but do you know what she engraved on the side instead? See, right here, it says, ‘CIVILIZED.’ She was like that.”



“They have your man, the pilot. He survived his crash, he’s alive. With the SIC’s air force decimated, you’ve got a good chance of rescuing him.”



Rennie looked at him, both her hands on her gun, one finger still touching the word “CIVILIZED.”



John swallowed and licked his lips, never taking his eyes off of the pistol. “B-but we’ll have to leave soon. They’re going to hang him in the morning. I can take you there. It’s true! That’s how we knew you would be at the library. He told us everythi—”



Rennie put the barrel of the pistol against his kneecap and fired. Dust fell from the ceiling in streams, mixing with the smoke of burnt gunpowder and John’s howling. She stuck a finger in her ear, twisting back and forth as she worked her jaw.



The door burst open, and Rye stepped in with the pipe gun in his hands. “Rennie are you—” 



She turned around, ignoring the hissing and grunting from behind her. “Get out.”



“Jesus.” He held his hands up and backed out with wide eyes, shutting the door behind him.



The chair shook and jumped as the commissar flailed with gritted teeth, his wide eyes tracking Rennie as she turned back to him. “N-no, it’s true! He’s alive! We have him. I can give him to you. Don’t you want your pilot back? Isn’t that what you want? He—”



She jammed the barrel of her gun into his knee, pressing it inside the wound and twisting it upward until the bore was aligned with his upper leg. She fired again.



This time, the report was muffled enough to hear his grunt over the sound of the gunshot. His fingers turned white against the arms of the chair and his mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. After managing to catch a breath, he splayed out his fingers and said, “Okay, okay!” He looked at the blood seeping slowly out of his leg, and the tiny wisp of smoke curling out of the hole. “I-I’ll tell you anything. Everything!”



Rennie kneeled down in front of the chair, resting her elbows on his thighs and perching her chin on her palms. The warm pistol pressed against her face, but she ignored the blood it smeared on her temple. She looked him in the eyes. “Why did you declare war on The Meek?”



John hissed in a breath through his teeth. “Our spy in Pittsburgh t-told us about your plan to find high-yield wheat.”



“So what? We’ve always shared everything. You knew that you’d be getting the Monsanto wheat, same as everyone else.”



He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. “That’s the problem. It would help us some, b-but we’ve already got the best farmland on the continent.” He took a breath and swallowed loudly. “We don’t have droughts, or short summers. Giving everyone the grain would benefit everyone else more than us.”



“Even though,” Rennie said with one raised eyebrow, “your people would be better off with this grain.”



“A strong state m-makes a strong people. Our people are b-better off when our enemies are weaker than us.”



Rennie tapped her head with the side of her gun. “But why here? If you knew we were headed for Monsanto, why not just go straight there and burn it down?”



He hesitated, his mouth open and his eyes searching the ceiling for just a moment too long.



“You did!” She slapped the heavy gun against his thigh, then pressed the muzzle against his hip. “You sent someone there, too, didn’t you?”



“Y-yes, we did! We did! The glider holds twelve, the rest are hiking there now.”



“So why not just land the glider there?”



“You have—” He coughed, then took a few breaths. “You have m-more people, bigger guns, and air support. We couldn’t take the risk of The Meek showing up and stopping us. So we staged an ambush here to buy time.”



“I admit, right now I want to destroy the SIC.” She stood up, pushing off his wounded leg to lift herself to her feet. “And starving you ignorant savages sounds pretty damn nice.”



“Well, you”—he winced—“y-you’ll get your wish. What I said about your pilot was true. Your captain’s grandson, Bernoulli. He is alive.”



Rennie took a step backward and cocked her head sideways. “You… you really do, don’t you? You’re not lying.” She didn’t remember pulling the unfinished chess piece out of her pocket, but she was staring at it. Her grimy fingers had stained the wood over the last few hours, leaving clean spots only in the grooves and recesses left by Bernoulli’s knife. “He’s alive.”



He nodded. “You can go rescue him, and forget about Monsanto. Because we b-both know your captain. The legendary Doctor Nancy Borlaug, savior of civilization.” A dry chuckle escaped his lips. “She h-has all her sayings. Civilization is this and that. Did she tell you ‘leave no man behind’?”



“I’ve heard that one, yeah.” She looked at her hands; one holding an incomplete wooden knight, one holding a pistol called CIVILIZED. Both her hands were unclean, both caked in filth and injury. She tensed her jaw as she stared, finally mumbling, “And the one about washing your hands.”



“She believes it, all of it. She will save Bernoulli, and she will let Monsanto burn and my people starve so she can follow her sayings. We both get what we want.” John panted for a few moments, watching her.



Rennie settled her gaze on the knight in her left hand, slowly lowering her pistol.



“N-now, take me up to your doctor with his machines and surgeries, and I can help you rescue your pilot.”



As she slid the pistol into her jacket pocket, something inside crinkled. Leaving the pistol in the pocket, Rennie pulled her hand out, holding a black and white photograph. A family stood in front of a small house with a well-trimmed yard and white picket fence. She recognized the dead man whose arm she had broken, though here he wore a suit and tie with a fedora. The woman wore a polka-dotted smock that hugged her chest so tightly that Rennie could nearly count her ribs. The smallest of three scrawny children was cradled in her bony arms.



She turned over the photograph, and read out loud the words scrawled in pencil. “Gerald Robertson. Melinda. Patricia. Anthony. Twenty f-fifty nine.” She squeezed her eyes shut and stuffed the photograph, along with Ber’s knight, into a pocket.



As the commissar squinted at her, Rennie unclipped the radio from her belt and keyed the mic. “Sherwin, you there?”



”Yeah, Rennie. What’s going on down there?”



“There’s was a second SIC team on the glider. They’re headed to the Monsanto headquarters right now. We’ve got to beat them there. I’ll go round everyone up down here. We can come back to the library if we need to. Reynolds out.” She turned the radio off.



Commissar Myers blinked rapidly, sputtering, “B-but what about Bernoulli? You can’t—”



Rennie lifted the pistol and aimed it at the man’s head. “I guess I’m not ready to be civilized just yet.”
      

      
   
      The Deosil Winding


      

      
      
         I put on my Hat of Transformations and picked up my Wand of Power. I shrugged on my Mantle of Shadows and gave it an experimental twirl. 



The portal swung open, and I stepped forwards as the path ahead came alight,  pools of radiance flickering on step by step to mark my way. I drew a deep breath.  



Let's make some magic.



"LADIES and gentlemen, presenting… the Magnificent James Kerry!"



Showtime. 








After the lights and glitz faded, after I released the poise and control, after the cheers ended and the curtain fell, what was left was a sense of satisfaction and accomplishment – and just a touch of melancholy. I washed off the sweat and makeup, folded my whisper-satin cape and tucked it into my hat, next to my wand, and went out for a drink.  



I ended up at a quiet little bar, it's sign dim under the streetlights; anyone else might have squinted at the name, Second Shot, but I knew this place like the back of my hand. I was a regular here - although no-one remembered me. 



Still, I was surprised when someone called out as soon as I entered. 



"Excuse me! James Kerry?" 



He walked towards me, waving to be sure he had my attention. He was tall and slender, with dark skin and flashing green eyes, muddy blonde hair, and casual clothes. He had a camera case slung over his shoulder, the improbably large type that only professionals or rich hobbyists had. A reporter? 



"Are you James? The magician?" His voice was soft and clear, with an odd accent that rounded off the edges of his vowels. 



"Sorry, if you want an interview, go through my agent." I shoved my hands in my pockets and tried to look pompous as I moved to step past him.



"Oh." He paused. "Um, no." A hand went to the camera case. "I mean real power. You have it, right? True Magic." 



"Um." I paused, suddenly uncertain. "Who sent you? What are you?" 



"Only, I need your help, and--" 



I drew a deep breath, concentrating. My magic senses activated easily, and I smelled a sharp, spicy scent; crushed juniper, or maybe cedar. Oak shavings. Leaf mold. Ah. 



"You're a dryad." 



"--pretty sure it's a curse, and..." He trailed off, blinking, as he processed my interjection. "I'm actually drus. A male dryad." He shrugged. "Can you help me?" 



"Probably not." I rubbed my forehead; more work after work was the last thing I wanted. "But I'll hear you out. Where are you sitting?" 



"Over here." We settled into a booth, the hanging light throwing his features into sharp relief. Now I knew what to look for, I saw hints of fey in his face; the curve of his lips, the space between his eyes. 



"Your name?" 



"Seville Orange." He poured me a glass of water "Call me Sev. And you're James Kerry."



"Yeah." I pulled off my hat and fished around inside, pulling out my wand. "So, who sent you to me?" I didn't exactly hide my presence in Springfield. In fact, I advertised it. But that was for James Kerry, illusionist, and not James Kerry True Magician.  



"My tree." The drus lifted the camera case onto the tabletop, and unclipped the cover. I watched curiously as he gingerly pulled out a bell jar, wired shut, and set it on the tabletop. There was a tiny tree under the glass. 



"A bonsai?" I asked, surprised. 



"...kind of." He opened a clasp, and the wire mesh fell away. He lifted off the cover, and pushed the tree to the center of the table. 



"Wow." I leaned in close. The tree had pinnate leaves, the size of my fingernail, and pale bark. "This is very clever. If you can move the tree, you're free to go where you please. Although I suppose this would have its own dangers." I smelled hints of magic, his oak and cedar, touched with vanilla and rose. "I know this smell." I leaned back, trying to remember where I'd encountered this magic. 



"It's an offshoot of the One Tree," he admitted nervously. 



"No wonder it knew who I was." I rubbed my jaw, then nodded. "Alright. So, why me?" 



"I think it's cursed." He rubbed his hands together, then placed them flat on the table. "There' s a spell on it, and our connection is fraying." I glimpsed real worry in his face as he said that, and I whistled noiselessly. A dryad's bond breaking was always traumatic and usually fatal. "It told me to find you two days ago, when my link was stronger. I've been haunting this place ever since." He smiled weakly, then bowed his head. "...I really, really need your help." 



"...haaah." I resisted the urge to rub my eyes. "Look, Sev, I'm not a charity, I don't use True Magic lightly." The cost is too high. "But," I held up a hand as his face fell. "I'm not heartless, either. Maybe I can point you to someone who's good at curses. Can you show me what's happening?" 



"Alright." He drew a deep breath, obviously disappointed. "Like I said, our link is fraying. I can barely sense my tree, and if I try and strengthen it, well..." He ran a finger through the leaves, and I smelled a wisp of magic rise off his hand. There was a spark, like static electricity, and a pattern appeared in the branches, actually glowing off the surface of the leaves. 



It was a many-armed clockwise spiral, empty at the center and shimmering in pale gold. 



It hit me like a thrown brick. My heart clenched and fell into my stomach, and I broke out in a cold sweat. "Bloody hell." I physically recoiled, jerking back in my seat. "Stop! Stop it now!" 



Startled by my reaction, Sev yanked his hand back. The glow faded slowly. When it finally went dark, I managed to tear my eyes away. 



Then my magic stirred, rushing through my chest like a cold wind. My sight sharpened, my fatigue melted away, and my thoughts came into crystal-clear focus. 



"...Sorry." I forced myself to loosen up, unclenching my fists and straightening in my seat. 



We sat in silence for a long moment; I was unwilling to start the conversation, and Sev seemed afraid to disturb me. All the while, a single thought spun through my head: here we go again.



Finally, I reached a conclusion. "I need a drink." I shoved myself up from the table and marched over to the bar, leaning against it and staring into space. 







"What can I get you, sir?" The bartender asked, startling me. I turned towards her and froze, suddenly remembering why I only came here when I was feeling melancholy. Her toned arms were crossed, and her brown eyes were neutral. Her brown hair, highlighted with a single streak of blue, was tied back neatly. She gave me a professional smile, and I died a little inside.



"Ah, rum and coke," I said, hesitating only a moment too long. "Sorry, you surprised me." 



She nodded, accepting my excuse, and reached for a glass. 



I watched as she worked, motions fluid and sure. My eyes drifted to the blue dye in her hair; it was her favorite color, but she never wore it on her clothes. 



"Enjoy." She slid the glass across to me. 



"Thanks." I dropped a bill on bartop, and hesitated. "Hey, this might be a bit odd, but... if you ever had to re-live part of your life, would you do anything differently?" 



"Is this some cheesy pickup line?" She scowled, but her eyes twinkled. 



"No, no." I waved the idea off. "Just feeling philosophical." 



"Hmm." She scrunched up her nose, and that adorable dimple appeared on her lip. "Probably not. If I did, I wouldn't be me, right?" 



"Yeah." I gave a broken laugh. "Yeah, I guess. Thanks Mel, keep the change." 



I turned and walked away. She looked at me in confusion, down at the money, back at me, shrugged thoughtfully, and went back to work. 







"Sorry to leave you like that." I dropped into my seat and took a long pull on my drink. 



"So..." Sev hesitated, clearly uncertain. 



"I'm going to help you." I picked up my hat and put it on. "Or rather, I have to help you. You're in more trouble than you might have guessed, and it's going to spill over into this city if I don't do something about it."



"How bad is it?" He asked, sinking back into his seat. 



"Very." I felt the magic swirl in my chest, and took another gulp of my drink. The burn of the rum couldn't cut the chill in my lungs, but it did take the edge off. "You may have heard of Incursions before." 



"Fuck." 



"Yeah."



"They're like... great old ones, right? Cthulhu?"



"That's... not the worst description ever." I frowned. "But they're not all corrupting and chaotic like Lovecraftian gods. For each one that would cause us to go mad and rip our eyes out for fun, there's another who would sort every atom in by weight and charge, or mandate eye-ripping for the greater good. It's just as bad for us in the end, but... Anyways. Not all fishmen and madness." I sipped my drink.  



"So there's an Incursion. On my tree?" He leaned forwards, suddenly urgent.



"...Probably not?" I frowned. "The One Tree is special. Your tree is probably being affected by what's happening to another branch. They're all..." I waved a hand vaguely. "Linked." 



"Right." He sighed and slowly sat back. "So, what's it doing?" 



"Well… first, it's called the Deosil Winding." I sketched a many-armed spiral with a hollow center in the condensation on the table. "It is sun aspected and aligned with order, as long as 'order' is defined as 'it being atop a very strict hierarchy  with absolutely no room for discussion'. Its incursions tend to look like zealous rebellions or uprisings, at least at first. Later, they become... stranger." 



He was looking at me strangely now. "How do you know all of this?" 



"Because of my magic." I sighed. "Fighting Incursions is what True Magic is for. It's why it's so powerful. Those like me, we're supposed to keep one foot in Order and one in Chaos, and walk the winding path between them. We stand against the encroaching tide. We don't actually have a choice in the matter, either. Anyone who's got True Magic, we hold the line. We have to." And we pay for it.



"Then--"



"Sorry." I stood. "I need to get moving. I really don't have time for this. " The chill in my chest eased slightly as I moved towards the door. "I need to find the source of the Incursion." I paused, and stopped at the register on my way out. 



"I need a roll of quarters." 








"What are we doing out here?" Sev looked up and down the street, his eyes tracing late-night drivers as they swished past. We were a few blocks away from the bar, walking briskly through the chill evening, dodging the occasional pedestrian.



"Well, I'm looking for a parking meter." I doffed my hat and reached inside, extracting my mantle. It unfolded with a snap of my wrist, and I swirled it around my shoulders. I felt marginally better wearing it, a proper magician with wand, cape, and hat. "You?" 



"...I'm helping?" Sev gave me a wry look. 



"You don't need to." I shook my head. 



"I kinda think I do." He shrugged. "My tree isn't well, and I won't rest easy until it is. Besides, the way you were talking... I'm not sure I should let you go alone." 



I chewed over that for a long moment. I didn't really want him along, but mostly because I was being selfish. He had a stake in this, and I wasn't sure I could deny him, in good conscience. 



"...Fine." I frowned. "Then help me find a parking meter."



"Two streets that way." He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, back in the direction we'd come. "There are some by the bank." 



"Gah." I spun, and started back. 



Sev just snickered. 







"So, why a parking meter?" Sev watched curiously as I broke my roll of quarters open. 



"I'm going to call up a zeitgeist." I started feeding the quarters into the slot. "A type of spirit formed when a psychic nexus exists long enough to self-organize." 



"Pyschic nexus?" He looked slightly alarmed. "Is that safe?" 



"Depends." I chuckled. "I happen to be pretty good friends with this one, so I'm not worried. But, uh, maybe don't try this yourself." 



"No fear." He shook his head. 



"Alright, here goes." The time on the meter topped out. I drew in a deep breath and chanted. 



"Highways, byways, overpass and toll roads..."



As I spoke, the numbers on the parking meter began to flicker. 



"Taxis, cop cars, semi-trucks at full load..."



I kept my voice slow and clear. The meters around us started to flicker too, the numbers dancing randomly up and down, flashing in strange patterns and twisting into half-understood symbols. 



"On-ramps, minivans, radar guns and speed signs..."



A low grumbling started in the distance, the thunder of far-off engines. 



"Barriers, turn lanes, rumble strips and lane lines!"



There was a deafening squeal of rubber on pavement, a flash like searchlights playing over us, and suddenly, standing in the road as if he'd always been there, was a horse. 



Well, sort of. He honestly looked more like modern art.



His bones were steel and his mane was chrome. His muscles were hydraulic, and his eyes were headlamps. He pranced towards us, a watchmaker's nightmare of ratchets and flywheels, and I could hear a deep lub-dub in his chest, the sound a Harley makes at low throttle. His rubber hooves were nearly noiseless on the pavement.



"Four-Lane. It's good to see you." I stepped forwards and patted his nose. He chuffed in annoyance, his breath laden with diesel fumes. 



"Cut that out, kid. I don't particularly enjoy being patted." He tossed his mane, which flowed like liquid silver. 



"I know." I grinned. "I'd offer you sugar cubes, if I had any." 



"Do you know what that would do to my engine?" He sounded moderately horrified. 



"...Fine." 



"Your silliness aside.. who have you brought?" He turned, looking at Sev.



"Four-Lane, this is Seville Orange, a drus with a... housing problem. Call him Sev. Sev, this is Four-Lane, the zeitgeist of the roads and highways in Springfield. If it happened on asphalt, he saw it."



"It's good to see you, James." He leaned in, blowing fumes into my face as he rubbed his head against me. "You should call more often. Sometime that isn't an emergency." He stopped, and pulled in a deep sniff of my shirt. I felt my magic resonate with his, the chill in my chest throbbing slightly. "Your engine's redlining, kid. You really doing this again?" 



"I have to." I shrugged with pretend nonchalance. "Anyways, I'll do better this time." 



"...So." He sighed. "What are you up against?" 



I frowned. "It's the Deosil Winding." 



"Winding, winding..." Four-Lane's ears twitched rhythmically as he thought. "Haven't heard of it." 



"It's mark is a multi-armed spiral, with an empty center." I pulled out my wand and traced it in the air, leaving glowing lines. "The Incursion should be near a branch of the One Tree. I know it's not a lot to go on, but--" 



"Wait, I think I've seen this." He stepped forwards, turning his head to better see the drawing. "There's these things showing up on the streets... down on the south end, near Sunset Hills and Westside. They're disgusting, cobbled together out of garbage and scrap metal and all sorts of trash." 



I gave the skinless horse mechanism a meaningful look. 



"Not like me, they're chaotic. Anyways, they have that symbol on them. Most of them."



"That's a start." I frowned. "The Winding does work faster on chaotic creatures."



"Do they have a wooden core?" Sev asked. 



"Er…" Four-Lane managed to look sheepish. "I couldn't say. I usually smear them across several blocks, then scoot. They hunt in packs." 



"Do you recognize them?" I asked Sev.



"Yeah," he said grimly. "It's the elves. Those fucking tree-fondlers make those scrapcats to guard their groves." 



"There're elves in this city?" I asked, surprised. 



"The elves have a branch of the One Tree?" Four-Lane asked, surprised. 



"You knew there were elves in the city, and never told me?" I turned to Four-Lane. 



"…it never came up," he said. "But yeah, there are elves in Washington Park." 



"We need to get there." I closed my eyes, trying to plan a route. 



"I can take you," Four-Lane said. "You'll want some help against those things anyways."



"You sure?" I eyed his metal skeleton dubiously. "I'm not much for horseback riding." 



"Hah!" He laughed, shrill as a car alarm. "How about this?" He trotted a few steps, placing himself solidly inside a parking spot. Then, with a wink of his headlamp eye, he changed. 



It started slow; a click and whisper of hidden mechanisms that gradually shifted into the whirring and clanking of heavy machinery. His body twisted and folded inwards, before rippling strangely and ratchetting back outwards. There was a moment of confusion as his magic came into play, moving gears through shafts and re-winding cables that should be hanging free. I smelled his magic, a mélange of hot brakes and coolant, engine oil and fumes. In moments, a sleek, menacing convertible sat on the asphalt, a green so dark it looked black under the streetlights. 



I glanced at the grill. He was a Mustang. Of course.



"Nice." 



"Hop in, kids."  



I leaped over the door, landing in the driver's seat. I grabbed the wheel, but it spun freely; the pedals swung loose. The headlights flicked on, but I hadn't touched anything. Sev walked around and climbed in the passenger side. 



Something flexed, and the roof rolled back. 



"Hold on, now."



And we were gone. 








It normally takes nearly an hour to drive to the edge of Springfield from downtown. That's using the freeways, of course, and going the speed-limit. 



I'm quite certain we did neither. 



Some of the roads we took definitely didn't exist, not the reality I knew. But they were real enough for Four-Lane. I glimpsed half-built buildings and places falling apart, buildings with alien architecture and primitive constructions, road signs in languages or alphabets I'd never seen before. It reminded me of when I'd been entrusted with magic; glimpsing the truth of the world as a thread of possibilities, fading from complete nonsense on one side to total lack of imagination on the other, a winding path threading straight through the middle of causality on the one route that actually existed. 



Then, with a squeal of tires and a sickening swerve, we were back in sensible geography, rocketing down back-lanes and curving through subdivisions. 



I flinched as a scent hit me, sour and rotting, like dumpsters and back alleys. "We've got company!"



"I know." Four-Lane's voice sounded from the radio. "Several of them. If we want to get to the park, we're going to have to push through." 



"Damn." I unbuckled my seat-belt and drew my wand, craning my neck to look around. Behind us, flashing through the streetlights, were lithe dark shapes. "I see them!" I raised my wand and launched a bolt of crackling force. My target swerved, but so did my spell. It hit with a whump, scattering flaming debris across the pavement. 



Beside me, Sev was waving his hands and mumbling. Moments later, a vine leaped from the sidewalk, lashing out. It snared a shape, growing so fast I could hear it. I caught a whiff of oak and cedar, and the scrapcat yowled as it came apart. 



"Hold on, I'm gonna dodge!" I barely had time to grab the steering wheel before Four-Lane swerved, wheels screaming as he fishtailed around a pouncing shape. 



I glimpsed something that could, perhaps, be described as catlike; skin made from grocery bags and soda cans, barely covering bones of torn wire and rebar. Eyes like shattered phone-screens glowed above a gaping snarl filled with rusty nails. There was a golden swirl, many-armed but empty, stamped on the brow. I flicked my wrist, launching another bolt, and the thing exploded in a shower of steaming garbage and broken glass. 



"They're gaining on us," I said in disbelief. 



"Yeah, well, I don't have claws for these corners," Four-Lane retorted. We were nearing the park now, careening down a set of tight switchbacks. 



"Above!" Sev raised his arms and a screen of branches sprang out overhead, barely intercepting a scrapcat that had decided to simply leap down the embankments. My wand flashed again, and I heard another yowl in the dark. 



"The gate's ahead! James, get us a portal ward or something!" Four-Lane yelled. 



"Right!" I raised my wand, blocked out the screech of tires and the snarl of the scrapcats, and concentrated. 



I thought of safety, security, and doors. I called up images of padlocks and deadbolts and chains. I imagined the crash of a portcullis, the click of a lock, the slam of a gate. I grabbed all my thoughts, and pushed them through my wand. It grew warm under my fingers, then hot; I smelled smoke rising from it, felt the plastic soften. When I opened my eyes, the tip was glowing. "Give me a count!" 



"Three!" Four-Lane swerved around another corner. "Two!" Sev did something that left our pursuers screaming. "One!" We shot through the entrance, a metal arch with a sign above, and I let the spell fly. 



The spell didn't look impressive. There was a shower of sparks and a loud snap as my wand shattered, the cheap prop peppering my face and arm with hot plastic. A deep whumm sounded from the arch, and a ghostly gate slammed shut, hanging in mid-air for a moment before fading away. 



Then the scrapcats hit it, splattering themselves across thin air. 



"That'll hold them." I dropped the smoking remains of my wand, waving my fingers in a frantic attempt to cool my burns. "Damn. I'm going to have to imbue a new wand. I liked that wand." It had been my first, a toy I got at a carnival, back when I was just starting to learn illusionism. Back when pinching the power of the universe in my fingers had been a childish dream. 



For a moment, everything was still. 



The stars sparkled high overhead. Pools of moonlight dripped through the trees, dappling the road in silvery light. Four-Lane slowed, pulling sedately into a parking lot. 



"End of the asphalt. This is as far as I go." 



We sat in silence for a moment, before I pushed my door open and stepped out. 



"Thanks for the ride." I patted his hood. 



"No problem." 



Sev got out the other side. 



"Now we just need to deal with—" 



I froze as an arrow whizzed past my face and embedded itself in the windscreen, leaving a spiderweb of cracks. 



"Freeze, put your hands up!" 



"The elves," Sev snarled. 



"I'm outta here. Be careful, you two." 



"Get Abigail!" I yelled, as the transmission clicked into reverse. Short figures with pointed ears, some with spears and some with drawn bows, stepped out of the pitch-black forest. Four-Lane vanished in a squeal of tires and burst of light, leaving only burning tracks on the pavement.



"I think we're going to need some backup." 








The elves had, unsurprisingly, imprisoned us in a tree. They did nearly everything with trees. I'd have loved to analyze their spells; probably space compression, tied to the life-force of the giant oak we'd been un-ceremonially dumped in. We'd been casually pushed through the wood. It sprung apart to let us in, then slammed closed behind. 



It was a lot bigger on the inside than the outside - although that only meant eight feet across, instead of two. Narrow slots, too high to reach, allowed a few anemic moonbeams in. It wasn't much, but it gave the darkness some texture. As my eyes adjusted, I could almost make out Sev's face. 



"Fucking elves." He was spitting mad, twisting his wrists back and forth as he tried to free his hands. 



They had held us at spear-point and tied our wrists. I'd finally gotten a good look at a real-life elf; they were short and greenish, with pointed ears and huge eyes, with needle-sharp teeth and scrubby, mossy hair. I'd hoped we could negotiate with them… But that fell through when I saw the Deosil Winding glowing in their eyes. 



"They look more like goblins," I muttered, still trying to get over my disappointment. 



"Goblins are much nicer," Sev snarled. "Can't you just, snap your fingers and magic us out of here?" 



"Yeah," I said flatly. "I could. Actually, I could just snap my fingers—" the chill in my chest swirled at the thought "— and fix this whole thing." 



At that, he stopped struggling and turned to me, face blank. "You can?" 



"Yeah. But I'm not going to." I drew a deep breath. "We don't need to worry about the ropes, because Abigail is coming." I crouched and stepped over my bound hands, so I could fumbled the clasp on my cloak free. I let it flutter to the floor. "And I won't just fix everything, because it would probably kill me." 



"…Oh." 



"Yeah, 'oh'. Everyone thinks True Magic is just getting whatever you want. Do you have any idea what it costs?" 



"I… no. I guess I don't." He frowned. "Is that why you said you probably couldn't help me?" 



"Part of it." I grimaced. "I can't afford to help everyone who needs it any more than I can afford to help everyone who's hungry. That doesn't mean I won't try, but True Magic isn't something to be used lightly." I sighed. "Mind if I vent a little?" 



"Go for it." Sev waved his hands limply. "You've got a captive audience."



"Heh." I dropped to the floor, scooting backwards to lean against the trunk. "I didn't ask to be a wielder of True Magic. It was offered to me, and I accepted, but I had no idea it would turn out to be such a Pandora's Box." 



He sat down as well, fixing me with an intent stare, listening closely. 



"I wanted to be a stage magician. For my twelfth birthday party, my parents hired a performer. I was a shy kid, and didn't have a lot of friends. I don't even really remember what her performance was like - although that's not so surprising. What really struck me was how she stood up in front of everyone, so confidently, and how she moved, with such sure precision. After, I knew I wanted that, the poise and composure, and somehow, in my mind, it had become inextricably linked to performing and magic." 



"So I practiced." I smiled a little, thinking back. "Hours and hours in front of my mirror, my few friends, my parents, my brother. Until I could pull a rabbit out of a hat, or pluck quarters from thin air. And somewhere in there, I found it; what my father calls 'stage presence', but I've always just thought of as a bit of pretend self-confidence. Fake it till you make it, I guess.



"Soon enough, I'd made it. I did tricks for my classmates, then for strangers. Pretty soon, I was doing street-magic, wandering around downtown and dazzling people with cards and coins. And that's when I met her again." 



I rubbed my chin, trying to pull up everything I could still recall about the encounter. "It was… after noon, I think. I was sitting on a park bench, when this old lady came up to me. And I mean old; it wasn't more than seven or eight years since she had performed at my party, but now she was wrinkled and stooped. At first, I didn't recognize her, but she sat down next to me and started to talk. Pretty soon I caught on to who she was, and told her everything that had happened since she inspired me. And that's when she dropped the question. Did I want to have True Magic?



"She didn't trick me, though." I frowned. "She laid it all out. True Magic, see, costs memory." 



"You… forget things?" Sev quirked an eyebrow.



"No." I shook my head. "The total opposite. People forget you." 



"Huh?" 



"Yeah. For every spell you cast, your… call it presence, maybe, in the world gets a little smaller. Someone, somewhere, loses a bit of their connections to you. It might be vague, at first, going from a close friend to just a co-worker, or from an acquaintance to a person you've just met. The thing is, I was the last person who could remember this lady." I rubbed my eyes, awkwardly. "Now I don't even know her name. I can barely recall her face. I think she had blue eyes? Maybe?" I sighed. 



"But she laid it all out. The balance. The costs. At first, I didn't believe her. As the talk  went on, though… well, I still didn't believe her, but I considered it seriously enough that she must have figured my decision counted. What can I say? I was younger and stupider, though no less principled. I took the offer. She cast her last spell, and I saw the world as it really is, if only for an instant. The dark rising up on one side, full of teeth and claws, and the light rising up on the other, full of fire and law. And we wind our way down the middle, picking a path ever so carefully that threads the needle of possibility to tread the knife-edge of balance." 



I looked up, staring into his eyes. "So yeah, I can totally snap my fingers and magic this all better." I grit my teeth, and I could feel the power in me, swirling, pushing, urging me to do just that. "And I won't. Because if I did, I might well vanish from the world completely, and you'd be left sitting there, wondering how you'd gotten here, with maybe just the faintest impression that you'd been talking to someone. And more than that!" I was starting to get worked up now. "There's no way to tell what the cost of something will be until I do it! Maybe snapping this rope—" I shook my wrists "—Would make my bank forget I haven't paid my credit card yet. Or maybe," I snarled, "maybe my parents would forget they have a son." 



I slumped, my rage spent. It was hard to stay angry at the unfairness of the world. Familiarity breeds contempt, after all. "Sorry. I'm done." 



"It's fine." Sev shook his head slowly. "That stuff's crazy, though." 



"Yeah. But let's talk about you." I pulled myself together, and fixed him with a stare. "Why do you hate the elves?" 



"Ah." He looked down at his wrists, and grimaced. "Well, elves like dryads." He looked around, inspecting our prison. "We're good for trees, see. And they're oh-so appreciative. Very polite, even obsequious. But they will not, on any account, let one leave." 



"They imprisoned you?" I frowned. 



"Basically." There was a hint of heat in his voice . "Oh, they bowed and scraped, but I might as well have been a prisoner. It wasn't these elves, mind you; I'd never met them before tonight, and I'd have been very happy to go on not meeting them for the rest of my life. But like these elves, they had a very special tree they wanted to keep safe and healthy. And so they found a baby drus, old enough to live on his own but not so old he could understand what they were going to do, and they… forcibly relocated me." He sighed. 



"It wasn't, perhaps, a particularly bad life." He shrugged. "Still, I'd always wanted to see the rest of the world, and they politely but firmly denied me that. As a child, they played on my ego and fears; as an adult, they… well, basically still just played on my ego and fears. I eventually grew to hate them, to loathe the pedestal they put me on, because no matter how 'special' or 'important' I was to them, I was caught in a gilded cage." 



"How did you escape?" 



"Fire." His grin turned vicious. "I burned the fuckers out of house and home."



"And your tree?" 



"It burned too." This time there was a touch of sorrow in his eyes. "By that time I'd found my seedling," he said, motioning to the camera case at his side. "I'd been working secretly for the past few months to transfer my bond, and I managed to avoid being deeply wounded. But it really was a nice tree. Comfortable and big. Not very smart, mind you, but kind." 



"..And you were alright with that? Burning it?" 



"Ah." He smirked. "They miscalculated there. See, it was a lodgepole pine."



"What?" 



"They have a special relationship with fire." He shrugged. "Once they're older than about thirty, their seeds can't sprout without a fire. So it didn't mind too much. Besides, trees don't really feel pain, and they're a lot more stoic about the whole…" He waved a hand. "Circle of nature thing. Different perspectives. The fire was actually its idea. Trees can be surprisingly vindictive. It's not obvious, because it happens so slowly, but they're basically constantly at war over light and water. The fighting between plants is no less vicious than that between animals." 



"…Huh." 



"Anyways, as long as we're still distracting ourselves, tell me more about this thing, the Deosil Winding. What exactly is it, besides a glowing symbol?" 



"It's… a thought-pattern or something, I guess?" I considered it a moment. "Honestly, I'm not sure the Incursions are properly 'things', or even alive as we understand it. Anyways. It's from the side of order, which means it's controlling and exacting. It's called into the world by betrayal; when someone loses faith in something they trusted implicitly, if their despair and regret is strong enough, it can slip into the world.



"Physically, it looks like a knot of golden thread; it attaches itself to them and pretends to be the thing they lost, feeding on their belief. Then it infects others with the mark and expands. It works most efficiently on chaotic or vicious minds, which is why I hoped the elves hadn't succumbed yet. They're somewhat ordered, and mostly peaceful. Last time I dealt with an Incursion, we— Oh." I stopped. My Mantle of Shadows, still laying where I'd dropped it on the floor, was twitching. 



"Abigail's coming, Sev." He turned to look, following my eyes. "Don't freak out when she gets here." The cloth started rippling, the black whisper-satin flowing and pooling like it was caught in a light breeze. As we stared, it rose into the air, eventually hanging at neck-height, fluttering and flapping. There was a moment of strangeness, a sharp scent of must and frankincense, and then Abigail was there. 



"Mmm." She pulled the cape around herself, outlining her figure in shadowy black. She was short and plump, with flowing black hair and vivid red eyes. She looked like a teenager; not exactly stereotypical for a centuries-old vampire, but it was part of her charm. She smiled, and her fangs glinted in the half-light. "James, it's so good to see you again." 



"I'm happy to see you too, Abby." I stumbled to my feet and held out my wrists. "Be a dear and help us out of here, would you?" 



"You got captured again?" She frowned cutely. "You need to stop doing this." 



"I can't help it." I tried to laugh, but it came out strained. She tsk'd, and touched the rope; it rapidly decayed, turning to dust and falling away. 



"I know you can't." Her voice was low and serious. "Just… be more careful this time, would you?" 



"Of course," I promised glibly. 



"Bah." She turned to Sev, who mimicked me in holding out his hands. "Do you have a plan?" 



"I was hoping you could run interference." I grimaced. "And we'd make a dash for the One Tree." 



"…I guess that's a plan," she admitted. "Simple, but not totally stupid. Can you even find the Tree?" 



"I can." Sev nodded. "I know how elves build their settlements. I can find it." 



"Ah, Seville, right?" Abigail held out a hand, which he cautiously shook. "Four-Lane mentioned you. Abigail Watson, vampire and sometime guardian of reality. Nice to meet you." 



"Seville Orange. Drus and all-round elf hater." He smirked. "Nice to meet you." 



"The pleasure's mine. I think we'll get along quite well." She grinned back. "Personally, I think elves are delicious. James, you ready to go?" 



"…Yeah." I patted my pockets. Abby had my Mantle, my wand was broken; I touched my hat. "Feeling a bit naked here, but I'll work with what I've got." The chill in my chest intensified for a moment, and I shoved it down. 



"Good." Abigail casually ripped a gaping hole in our tree-trunk prison. "Better start running." She flicked the cape and dissolved into mist. "I've got your back." 



Reassured, I followed Sev as he dashed out the hole. Yells followed our escape; yells that rapidly turned into screams, before fading away to nothing. 



Sev didn't even glance back as he slipped into the trees. 








"She won't kill them," I said. 



We were walking down a moonlit path, deep in the forest. The trees crowded close in the dark, branches reaching out to scrape my face and arms. My hat stayed on my head like magic. Well, it actually was magic, but still. 



"Huh?" Sev looked back. 



"Abby. She'll scare them, and maybe bite a few, but she won't kill anyone." 



"That's good, I guess." 



"Hey, you alright?" I step forward and put a hand on his shoulder. "You seem…" 



"Tired?" He smiled back at me. "It's getting pretty late. And my bond.." His hand dropped to the camera case he carried. "Anyways, we're here." He waved ahead, where I could see a clearing in the trees. I stepped past him, walking out of the tree line. 



It was definitely the One Tree, that I could tell at a glance. It had the same leaves and bark as his travel-sized version, but it was three times taller than me. Not particularly impressive, compared to a sequoia or even an oak, but there was power rolling off it in waves. I smelled rose and vanilla, touched with cinnamon and spruce; its magic was warm and calming, and I'd have loved to just sink into it; but there on the trunk, at just above eye-level, was a golden spiral, many-armed and hollow. 



"Damn." I frowned. "No wonder it got the elves." I walked over to the tree, stopping just before I touched it. "I'd hoped the Winding itself was on the tree, but if it's just the sigil… still, we were close, now. The locus should be nearby." I stepped back, turning and staring around the clearing. 



"James?" 



I turned back to Sev. 



"I'm not feeling so good." He rubbed his forehead, and my eyes widened. 



"Alright. Move a few steps away from the Tree, and—" I felt, more than saw, the surge of power. It flashed from the Tree, to the camera case, to Sev. A split-second later, a golden sigil appeared on his brow. 



"Aw, hell." I really should have seen that coming. 



He was on me in a flash. 



I tried to fight back, I really did. But he was stronger than a man, and driven by a maniacal purpose. His fist slipped past my amateur defenses and clocked me on side of the head. I saw stars for a second and staggered backwards, but by the time I was back on my feet, vines and branches were springing out of the ground, grasping for me. I tried to leap sideways, but found myself caught; I was wrapped from head to toe before I could blink.



"Sev, stop! This isn't you!" 



"You're right." He shook his head slowly. "But… I don't actually care." He shrugged. "I have more important things to worry about now." He carefully unbuckled the camera case, and pulled out his tree. The sigil on the leaves was obvious now, clear and crisp even when he wasn't touching it. I'd assumed, since the bond was fraying, that it wouldn't be a big deal, but… damn. 



"And soon, you will, too. I'll find out what you care about, James Kerry, and I'll eat it." He smiled cheerfully. "And then you won't care, either." 



"That's what you want?" I shook my head slowly. "The thing I care about? Fine. I'll tell you." 



"Is this a trick?" He squinted at me. 



"Judge for yourself. There's a picture of her in my wallet." 



I felt the vines shift, and it was plucked from my pocket. 



"First pocket on the left, under my library card." 



He flipped it open and slid the photo out. I couldn't see it in the dark, but I traced the features with my mind; she had toned arms, brown eyes, brown hair, a dimple on her nose, a warm, loving smile, and a blue streak in her hair; it was her favorite color, but she never wore it on her clothes. 



"This is…" His voice trailed off. 



"The bartender. I don't know if you saw her. She is… was, my girlfriend." I thought I'd gotten over it, but I still had to fight to keep my voice from cracking. "Three years ago, there was an Incursion. Abbey, Mel, Four-Lanes and I, we put it down. It wasn't my first, but it was bad, the worst we had faced." 



"As bad as me?" The sigil on his forehead flashed. 



"Oh, fuck you." I spat. "A few trees and some elves? You barely have a toehold here. The Seething Void had swallowed half the city. We fought, and fought, and fought, and it wasn't enough. In the end, I burned it out." I laughed, harsh at first, but finally with real, raw mirth. "And afterwards, I only had three friends. The love of my life, the most wonderful person I'd ever met, had no idea who I was, what we had done. You want to know who I care about? Her name is Melody Speare! She drank whiskey neat, and played the harmonica! She laughs at the wrong time watching movies, and her favorite food is asparagus! I was going to propose to her! And she has no idea who I am." 



I grit my teeth. The chill in my chest was surging, and I finally, finally reached for it. "After that, I said never again. I said the next time would be different. I said I'd do better. But you know what? Fuck you." The chill raced up my spine and slammed into my head, and the thing-that-was-not-Sev's eyes snapped wide as a cold wind began to blow. "You can't beat me. You can't stop me. I'm the only one who can limit myself, and if I did any differently than this, I wouldn't be who I am! I'm going to pull you up, root and branch, and toss you back into the void from which you came!" 



Not-Sev dashed forwards. I yanked on more power, and I knew my eyes were glowing, because they illuminated the terror on his face as he lunged for my throat. 



"Die!" I yelled, and snapped my head forward to crunch into this nose. 



And my hat slid off, like magic. 



Well, it was magic. 



It turned one lazy roll in the air, and the Hat of Transformations landed neatly on his head. 



And he turned into a pumpkin. 



He fell to the ground, the hat landing on top of him, and everything was suddenly still. 



"Fuck." I gasped, long and shaky, then let out a trembling laugh. "Fuck me, that worked." I relaxed for a moment, just hanging there. Eventually, I had enough energy to twist and struggle until and the vines holding me gave. I slumped on the ground, taking deep, shaky breaths as I pulled the last plants off my body. I collected my wallet from where he'd dropped it, gently tucking the picture back into its place. 



I looked down at the pumpkin, then patted my hat, making sure it wouldn't slip off accidentally. "You'll be fine like that for a bit." I stretched my back, and sighed. My Hat, Mantle, and Wand had all been used up. The only thing left at my disposal was True Magic. 



Just a bit, then. 



I pinched off the tiniest thread of the power flowing through me, just a hair, a strand of memory no longer than my finger. I had no idea who's it was, or what I was sacrificing for this, but… sometimes it didn't matter how expensive it was. 



I drew the strand out before me and wrapped one end into a tiny ball, letting it dangle. A touch of will, and it began swinging in an invisible breeze. I watched it for a moment, then began to search. 



I walked all around the clearing. I started at the outside and worked my way inwards through a lazy spiral. The stars were bright overhead, and the breeze I'd summoned was still blowing, licking the foliage into strange shapes in the moonlight. I wondered idly if Winding had more servants nearby; wildlife, maybe, or elves on lookout, and what I'd do if they showed up.



Finally, I stumbled across a dark shape, curled up under the roots of the One Tree. 



"Oh, you poor thing." 



It was a kitten. Small and black, thin enough the ribs were showing, and shivering in the chill air. It had a golden thread knotted around its paw. 



"Were you abandoned?" 



I didn't have the strength to fight back as I scooped it up. Tiny claws pricked my skin, but failed to draw blood. I forced it's foreleg straight, then sat down and began to tease out the Deosil Winding. 



It was long, slow work. The kitten hissed and scrambled, but I held it firm. Finally, by the time my back was getting stiff and I was starting to feel chilled, I had it undone. The kitten calmed as soon as I freed it, trembling in my grasp. I tucked it into the pocket of my jacket, where it promptly curled up and went to sleep. 



I looked at the Winding unwound, pooled in my palm. It seemed so innocuous, just a piece of slightly luminescent thread. If I didn't know better, it would be hard to imagine this as some cosmic destroyer of worlds. 



I wrapped the ends around my hands and stretched it out before me. I could feel it fighting, it's power trying to control me, rule me. But my power held it back with ease, True Magic totally impervious to the pull of the unreal. 



I gave a sharp yank. 



Snap.



Something sounded through the trees, like the echo of a scream. I smelled ozone and ash, old paper and coffee. 



The sigil on the tree faded. 



I walked over to the pumpkin, and picked up my hat. 



Sev blinked in confusion, then scrambled to his feet. 



"What… how…" 



"Don't worry about it." I shook my head. "Come on, let's head back." 



I put on my Hat of Transformations. 



"Man, I could use a drink." 








I was a little surprised that the Second Shot was still open. Abigail, Seville, and I stood outside the door as Four-Lane sped off. 



"It's only one in the morning." Sev shook his head in disbelief. 



"That's how it goes." Abby shrugged. "Defeating cosmic horrors before breakfast is how we roll." She gave me a subtle glance. "You alright, James?" 



"I hope so." I grinned wryly. "I had to spend a little power, but it wasn't much. Maybe someone in my audience forgot my show. If I'm really lucky, my landlord forgot to charge me rent." 



Sev pushed the door open, and we trouped inside. 



"And…" he glanced towards the bar, where a bartender with a blue streak in her hair was finishing up. "Her?" 



"That was all true." I let out a long sigh. "Every word." 



"You should… I dunno, say something to her." 



"You've had your second chance." Abby looked up at me, meaningfully. 



"Yeah." 



"Everything worked out." 



"Yeah." 



"You did it differently this time." 



"Yeah." 



"Go on, you doofus!" She shoved me playfully, sending me stumbling into a table. 



"Yeah." 



I straightened my jacket, adjusted my hat, and walked over to the bar. 



"What can I get you?" Melody smiled at me, I smiled back. 



"Want to see a magic trick?" I reached into my pocket, and pulled out a quarter. 



"Is this some sort of cheesy pickup line?" She grimaced, but her eyes sparkled. 



"Probably." I smiled. 



"Then sure, why not?"
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New York City was not a good place for a unicorn to live.



Perhaps children could stretch their imagination enough to envision a unicorn in Central Park, forever just out of view in the concealing underbrush, which—to a child—could almost be a forest glen. There were, after all, small faerie doors here and there, and where there were faeries, might there not be unicorns?



In truth, Clémence did occasionally visit Central Park, although she felt little need to conceal herself in the underbrush. It wasn't the most convenient park; there was a long strip park between Chrystie and Forsyth that was much closer to her apartment, although it wasn't as nice. But the kids who visited the park liked her, and that was something.



Her ads on Craigslist generally went unanswered for no reason she could discern. Her mother was in LA and got movie roles all the time, along with a constant string of invitations to birthday parties and gay pride parades. Thus far, her only real success had been a bit part in a GoDaddy commercial.



In letters, though, she told her mother that things were going well. A little white lie, but one told with the best of intentions.



Clémence didn't want to give up on New York City. Forest glens were nice, but they didn't have a street booth selling hand-made gelato.



Her window gave her a commanding view of the neighborhood. She could stand out on the iron fire escape—even though she wasn't supposed to—and watch the traffic moving down Mulberry Street in fits and starts.  On nice days, she could watch the diners enjoying their meal at Pellegrino’s, sitting on the white plastic patio chairs.



Besides the people, there were so many shops and restaurants! The oldest cheese shop in America was only a block from her apartment. She didn't like cheese, but went there anyways to appreciate the history of it.



On the other hand, forest glens lacked neighbors who cooked food with far too much garlic or launched into blistering tirades at their televisions at two A.M. None of the nymphs she knew would have ever slipped a tract under her door encouraging her to find Jesus, or hung a flyer advertising 3 Cheeser Bread For Only 99¢ on her doorknob.



She checked her Craigslist ads as a force of habit—as usual, there had been no replies—and then checked her personal email. There was a letter from her mother with too many emojis in the title and that was it. Out of a sense of duty, she read the letter, but as expected there was nothing worth caring about.



A knock at the door perked her ears, and she got up and peered through the peephole. She'd already learned that most people who came calling were either Jehovah's witnesses or cable company salesmen, neither of whom were very interesting.



At a quick glance, it wasn’t a salesman. The man knocking at her door had a salt and pepper brush cut and a potbelly.  He was wearing jeans and a stained white T-shirt. She'd seen him before; she was fairly confident that he lived one floor down, although she couldn't be certain since most humans looked the same.



She slid the chain back and opened the door.



“Uh,” he stammered. “I—okay. This is gonna sound like something out of a dumb movie.”



“Are you going to tell me how Jesus will lower my cable bill?”



“Ah, no.” He rubbed the back of his balding head. “I just . . . I was going to make gnocchi for dinner, and I was halfway done with the recipe and then I ran out of flour.”



She looked at him blankly.



“You know, because it's always a neighbor asking for a cup of sugar or something dumb like that?”



Clémence frowned. Nobody had ever asked her for a cup of sugar.



“Eh, never mind. It was stupid for me to ask. Sorry for wasting your time. I just thought—”



“Just thought?” Clémence frowned. “I do have flour. It comes in big bags, you know.” She'd noticed that the bodega often sold things in small packages for far more than they ought to cost, especially since the bigger stores had them for less.



“Yeah, I know.” He leaned up against the doorway, not quite crossing the threshold into her apartment, but not far from it either.



Sometimes stores weren't open when she thought that they would be. She'd gone to pick up a package from her mother, except that it turned out that the post office was closed because it had been Presidents' Day.



“What are you making?”



“Gnocchi,” he said. “The right way. Like Nonna made.”



“You live a floor down.”



He nodded. “Under your apartment. When you moved in . . . your feet aren't the quietest. I thought that the super had rented to an elephant, no offense.”



“I am sorry.”



“It’s not your fault..” He glanced down briefly at her hooves, and then the hardwood floor of her apartment. “Rugs might help.”



“Rugs, yes.” She shifted slightly on her hooves, suddenly conscious of the noise. “You—do you really need that much garlic in your food?”



Now it was his turn to look sheepish. “Sorry.”



“There are no vampires, you know.”



“Coming from a unicorn, that's rich.”



“I did not mean to sound snarky.”



“Nor did I.” He stuck out a hand. “Marcus Beratta. I'm your downstairs neighbor, who cooks with too much garlic.”



“And I am Clémence, who sounds like an elephant.” She held out a hoof. “I—I have plenty of flour, if you need some.”



Marcus hesitated for a moment before grasping her pastern and shaking her foreleg. “I’ll wait out here.“



“Just come in. The flour is in the kitchen.”



Marcus followed her into her apartment. There wasn't much in the way of furnishings; a Goodwill couch and bookshelf with tattered paperbacks—also from Goodwill—and her computer desk occupied the living room. There were also dozens of pots filled with indoor plants which didn't quite thrive in the city despite her best efforts.



Her kitchen was spartan, although it had plenty of cupboard space for various baking supplies, including three different kinds of flour. “Which do you prefer?”



Gluten-free was too faddish for Marcus's nonna, so he selected a bag of King Arthur white flour.



While Clémence was lacking in spare measuring cups, she did happen to have a collection of red Solo cups abandoned by the previous tenant that were perfect for the task at hand.



Marcus left with a Solo cup full of flour, and Clémence futilely checked her Craigslist one more time before moving to the front window and sticking her head out to people-watch.







She didn't expect for there to be another knock at her door a few hours later. It was Marcus again, and he had a paper plate with him. “I didn't know if you'd had dinner yet,” he said. “I didn't put any garlic in it, if you're worried.”



“I was not.” She could smell the lack of garlic.



“I—where are my manners?” 



Clémence held the door open for him. “Come in. Nobody has cooked me dinner before.”



“Really?” Marcus frowned. “You . . . look, forget about the hooves. I'm sorry I mentioned it.”



“No, I am glad you brought it up.” Clémence glanced back at her computer. “I was thinking about rugs. Did you know that you can get rugs delivered from the internet?”



“Yeah, you can get pretty much anything on there,” he said. “Were you looking?”



“I thought about it.” There was no sense in lying to a neighbor. “It would be kind of like grass.”



He nodded. “Yeah. Might make the place look a little more cheerful, you know? No offense.”



“None taken.” She followed him into the kitchen. “If you do not mind my asking—the other tenants are not as neighborly as you.”



“Well.” He shrugged. “I guess, this city, you know. Anybody could be anything.”



“Like a unicorn?”



“Yeah.” He set the plate on the counter. “This city, the melting pot of America, am I right? That's a paper plate, you can just toss it when you're done. It's best when it's fresh, if you're hungry.  Otherwise refrigerate it, and it’ll keep for a day or two.”



“Thanks.”








Clémence got a gig in a Jera Sky music video. It wasn't much as a job went, but it was better than data entry.



There was a lot of standing around waiting: making a movie was much more boring than she'd imagined. There was a snack table, but she wasn't sure if she was allowed to eat anything on it, plus she had butterflies in her stomach. She wondered if human actors had the same feeling of nervousness before the shoot.








Rain was nice. It washed the dirt off the street, and made everything shiny and glossy. The smells of the city were muted and different; rain it was something that the city couldn't cover even though it tried.



The plastic tables outside of Pellegrino's were deserted. When they weren't in use, they were stacked up and kept close to the front of the restaurant, where she could barely see them from the fire escape.



She sat on her couch and watched the water run down the glass, watched as it pooled at the bottom frame and then fell off in brief stream before changing back into irregular drops.



She was moving her plants to the balcony when there was a knock at her door.



“Marcus?”



He nodded. “Did you like the gnocchi?”



“It was good.” She frowned. “I should have told you.”



“It's okay.” He glanced at her open window, and the cluster of pots on the fire escape. “Are you—”



“I thought they would like the rain.”



“Of course.” He moved into the living room and picked up a ficus. “Sometimes I wonder what plants think. Do they know that they're in little pots?”



“I would not know.”



“Really?” Fitting the ficus through the window without hurting its leaves forced Marcus to lean far outside, dampening his t-shirt.



“I cannot talk to plants.”



“I just thought—“



“Animals, yes, and fey.” She scuffed a hoof against her new throw rug. “I mean, I know what plants like.”



“Sure.”



“It is not natural for them to be inside. Even with the windows open—“



“It’s not the same as being outside.” He picked up a violet.



“Exactly.”



“I've got a special light that's supposed to be the same as the sun,” he said. “Gives me vitamin D or something. But I know the difference. When I'm reading Garfield, and he's sitting on the windowsill in a sunbeam, I think ‘there's a cat that's got it made.’”



“Have you ever stretched out in a sunbeam?”



Marcus shrugged. “When I was a kid, I must’ve. These days, I go to sit on the floor, I don't get up as easy, you know?”



“You cannot lie on your belly?”



“It's big enough,” he admitted. “But no, it doesn't work like that.”



“That is a shame.” Clémence set her dracaena outside the window.



“Yeah.”








“So I always thought that unicorns only appeared to pure maidens.”



They were sitting on the couch in her apartment. She had taken up most of the cushions, leaving Marcus uncomfortably crowded at the end.



“That is just a human myth,” she said. “Like catching us with a golden bridle.”



“That doesn't work?”



“Maybe if you want to try a bribe.” Clémence snorted, nearly sending box Sangria out her nose.



“So that whole thing about purity and unicorns is wrong?”



“Not entirely,” she admitted. “But it is overrated. You are not pure.”



“Ain't that the truth.”



“But I let you in my apartment anyway,” she concluded.



“Yeah.” Marcus swirled the wine around in his Solo cup. “What's . . . okay, this is going to sound terribly stupid.”



“Go ahead.”



“I just can't believe that I knocked on your door asking for flour, you know?”



“Is that not something people do?”



“Only on TV.” Marcus took a sip of his wine. “Why New York City? Why aren't you frolicking around in the woods somewhere?”



“Like my Mom?”



“Woah.” Marcus held up a hand. “Sorry.”



“She wanted to go to California and be a movie star,” Clémence said. “It is working all right for her. She was in a movie with Neil Patrick Harris—have you heard of him? I wanted . . . New York City is more authentic, is it not?”



“Authentic, yeah.”



“The real human experience.”



“Sure.”



“Ten million people all living and working together. I can walk a few blocks and the signs are in a different language.” She swirled around her wine absently. “There is a statue in the harbor, did you know, that welcomes everyone to America.”



“Like my ancestors.” Marcus took a sip of the wine. “Sure, why not. Italians, Chinese, Mexicans, Unicorns; it's all a big melting pot. That's what the nuns taught us in school. Maybe it's even true.”



“Do you think it is not?”



“I don't know. Back then I was hustling pool,” he admitted. “And making book. 'Stai lontano dalla folla,' my nonna said.”



“That's pretty,” Clémence said. “Is that—”



“Italian.”



“Italian,” she repeated. “Such a pretty language.”



“I'm sure yours sounds nicer.”



“You think so? 'Svifnökkvinn minn er fullur af álum.'”



He nodded. “Beautiful.”








She hadn't been on Earth long enough to think it was strange that someone was knocking on her door at 2 am.



Clémence made her way cautiously through her darkened apartment. She did know that in the middle of the night it was better to not turn the lights on because if she did it was difficult to get back to sleep.



“Marcus?”



“Sorry, sorry.” He darted inside her door and pushed it shut, fumbling with the deadbolt. “I know it's the middle of the night.”



“It is okay.”



“And you were sleeping.”



“Well. . . . “



“I didn't know where else to go.” He glanced through the peephole, and then turned to face her. “I—“



“You are a mess,” she observed. “Did you have a nightmare?”



“I wish.” Marcus crossed her apartment and glanced out the window. “The cops . . . I shouldn't have come here. I—you oughtn't get involved.”



“Tell me.”



“What was I thinking?” He stormed across her rug and flopped on her couch. “You wouldn't understand.”



Her eyes glittered in the darkness. “Tell me.”



“It was a simple gig.”



“Go on.”



“He was moving in on our territory, you know? Dom—he can't allow that.”



“Of course not.” Clémence wasn't sure what Marcus was talking about, but he was a friend who needed reassurance.



“I didn't know he was an undercover cop.” Marcus ran his hands through his hair. “Wouldn't have known, but I snagged his wallet.”



She sat down on the couch next to him, and brushed her muzzle against his cheek.



“I shouldn't have checked, but you know, I thought he might have a roll on him, and I thought why not? Almost shit myself when I saw the badge.



“I ran. But it ain't going to take them too long before they come knocking.” His hand went down to the waistband of his pants. “I should—gotta get out.”



“You're safe here,” Clémence said.



“Safe for how long? I've still got the gun, for Christ's sake. I'll fry for this.”



“Fry?”



“The chair?” He waved a hand. “Never mind. You don't know what that is. Thank God. There's a safe house over on Broome Street, I can go there. Maybe nobody saw me.” He tensed as a police siren wailed down the street.



“I can feel the fright on you.” Her voice was steady. “If you did what Dom said, why do you fear? Is he not your herd leader? Can he not protect you?”



Marcus shook his head. “He'll throw me under the bus. It's better that way.” He got up and walked to the window. “You're right. I'm not thinking straight. I'll keep my mouth shut and do my time, that's how it's got to be, and when I get out, I'll be a made man.”



“You are trying to be bold, but your voice says otherwise,” she observed.



“I should have ditched the gun.” His hand went to the waistband of his pants again. “If they can't find that. . . .”



“Is that all?” She studied him. Such a small thing. . . .



“'Is that all?' It's not like it's going to just vanish. Maybe if I had a little bit of time to get down to the East River, I could—“



“Give it to me.” Her voice was firm.



He slid the gun carefully out of his pocket and placed it on the coffee table. “There, but I don't see what—“



Her horn lit, only for a moment. The gun glowed and sparkled, and then it was gone as if it had never existed. Marcus stared at it, agog.



“Was that what you wanted?” Clémence's voice was unsure. “I—I do not know if I can bring it back.”



“Where did it go?”



“Back home. Away. Til skógsins.”



He nodded. “I . . . we need an alibi. For when the cops come. I’ll go back to my apartment, and . . . can you forget that I was here?”



“I cannot,” she admitted. “But I can lie.”








A police interrogation room was no place for a unicorn. Clémence sat in an uncomfortable plastic chair that was never made for a unicorn while the two officers grilled her.



She knew good cop/bad cop from marathoning Lethal Weapon on FX.



“We know that you know Marcus Beratta.”



“Of course I do.” She stuck her muzzle up slightly. “He lives downstairs in my apartment building. He uses too much garlic when he cooks.”



“He's been a very bad boy.” Detective Luis Mathas leaned across the table. He was the bad cop.



She remained silent.



“All we want to know is your side of the story.” That was Detective Laurie McCartney.



“That is all I know,” she lied. “He lives downstairs, and I met him when he wanted some flour to cook gnocchi. He comes up and visits sometimes. He was in my apartment when your troops kicked down my door.”



“What was he doing in your apartment?”



“Visiting.” She crossed her forelegs. “I could have got some if my door had not been kicked down. I was about to get out a box of wine and lower his inhibitions, is that was you want me to say?”



“You aren't—“ Detective McCartney was looking rather pale.



“And here I thought every girl wanted to get it on with a unicorn.” Clémence brushed her forelock back.



Detective Mathas clenched his fists. “I don't give a good goddam about his sex life, with you or anyone else. I want to know about the gun. Where did he hide it?”



“What gun?”



“There were witnesses,” Mathas said flatly. “And there was nowhere he could ditch it. You start talking right now, and tell me where it is. Because if it's in your apartment, we'll find it, and we're not going to go easy on you.”



“There is no gun in my apartment,” she said.



“We'll see about that.”








“I'm sorry.”



“Do not be sorry.”



“I shouldn't have dragged you in to it.”



“You are a friend.”



“Yeah.” He didn't turn to look at her. “I might as well have taken a knife to the Mona Lisa for all the friend I am. How come your unicorn sense didn't work?”



“It works just fine.” Clémence put her forelegs on the railing and studied the swan boats paddling across the pond. “I knew from the moment you knocked on my apartment door.”



“Then how come you let me in?”



“I do not know.” That, at least, was an honest answer. “Maybe because I have talked to one too many Jehovah's Witnesses. Maybe because I am rebelling against my Mom. Maybe because you have an honest-looking face.”



“Sure.”



“Maybe because after six months in my apartment, you were the first of my neighbors to visit.”



“Shoulda closed the door in my face,” he said. “Dracula couldn't get in until somebody let him in.”



“I told them that we were fucking,” she said.



“What??”



“You humans are obsessed with who's having sex with who, and—”



“Nobody would believe—”



“—Detective McCartney believed it. Detective Mathas was not sure. He did not want to, but he sort of did.”



Marcus slammed his fist against the bridge railing. “Why? Why did you—you coulda told them anything else. You couda told them the truth.”



“I know you have thought about it.” She didn't know that, not really, but it was a good guess. “And I know that they think you have thought about it. It disgusts them, but they cannot say why. Maybe I am a bad mare for bringing it up, I do not know, but I could not help myself. I was in an interrogation room.”



“Dom's . . . they could be listening.”



“How?”



“You see that guy over there with the hoodie? Maybe he's one of them. Or there's somebody behind a tree with a shotgun mic. Waiting for me to say I did it.” He turned then, and put his hand on her back, where her mane met her shoulders. “Or waiting for—“



“Yes.” She turned, and brushed her muzzle against his chest, feeling for his flesh through his heavy parka. “Let them see. Let them wonder.”








“It's clean,” Alphonse said. “Nothing in the apartment, anyway. Don't mean that they won't stick a little suction cup mic to one of the windows, or maybe up against the wall next door. Don't talk too loud, and that won't be a problem.”



“I appreciate it, Al.”



“They probably are listening on the cell phone.”



“I already told her that. Told her not to use one to talk to me, ever. Except for an emergency, if she needs me to come over right away.”



“Yeah. That's smart.”



“Ought to get her a burner phone. But—”



“But if you do, you're bringing her into it. I don't tell the wife nothing,” Al said helpfully. “Family thinks I'm a plumber.”



“Well, what would you have done?” Marcus leaned up against the doorframe. “I wasn't thinking straight, the heat was on me, and maybe I thought she'd have some out for me. And I guess she did. What would your wife do?”



“Probably the same thing,” Al admitted. “Especially if she was cooking. God, she's chased me out of the kitchen before. So I got me a separate fridge, one of those little ones that fits under a coffee table. Fits a couple of six-packs, I can watch the game without getting in her way.” He set down his toolbox and moved close to Marcus. “Listen, Dom’s happy about how things went, but he don't know that you brought her into it. I shouldn'ta checked her apartment, but you're a standup guy, and I figured that if he don't know, it won't matter.”



“Relax, Al, I'm not going to tell her anything. Okay? She got me out of a jam, and that ends it.”



“All I'm saying is that you've got to be careful from here on out. Might be best if she just moves on, out of the city, while she still can.”



“Is that a threat?” Marcus's hand instinctively moved towards his hip.



“If he knows the talent she’s got . . . see, I think that Dom figures that you got her to stash it somewhere before you got hauled in, and the cops aren't clever enough to figure out where she put it.”



“They wouldn't find it even if she told them.”



“Yeah. That's what I thought. Guns aren't that hard to disappear, Marcus. That ain't so big a skill. But think of the other problems she could fix. And if it occurred to me, sooner or later it's going to occur to Dom, too.”








He tried to avoid her, but it wasn't easy, and after two days, he caved. Sneaking into his own apartment building was intolerable; lurking around with the lights off and watching television with the volume turned all the way down was pointless. It was no way to live.



He couldn't think of a single way to tell her without just telling her, so he knocked on her door and waited until he heard her hoofsteps crossing the living room.



“Marcus! Where have you been? I was worried. I thought that maybe the police had captured you again.”



“It's more complicated than that,” he said. “And I thought that we should discuss it over dinner. Umberto's has a back room that's nice and private.”



“Umberto's? The crab restaurant?”



“Yeah, that's—oh God, I wasn't thinking.”



She chuckled. “Marcus, it is fine.”







He laid it all out for her because he didn't want her to think that he was trying to push her away. He was sure at some point she'd become angry, get up from the table and storm out, and that would be the last he'd see of her. Maybe she'd go back to the forest where she belonged.



But she didn't. Her eyes sparkled with interest as he explained long cons and extortion, and as he started cutting into his vitello marsala, she asked him what he did for the mob.



And he told her, pulling no punches. He told her of the thrill and the danger, of the cat-and-mouse with the police, of the feeling of power when he walked down the street.



“I want to help,” she said. “I can help. Like I did before.”



“No.” Marcus crossed his arms. “That's totally out of the question. You need to go. Get out of this city before it corrupts you any more.”



“And then what? Frolic around chasing butterflies? Where is the fun in that? Where is the sense of power?”



“It's not all fun and games, Clémence. I don't even know—my bosses, they don't know what you did, see? But when they figure it out. . . .”



“I will have something useful to do. And they will like you more if you tell them about me, will they not?”



“They mustn't know. Once you get in that deep, you can't get out. You'll either wind up on the sidewalk with a bullet in you, or in federal prison.”



Clémence frowned. “Is it better to spend my days looking on Craigslist and hoping that somebody wants to hire me for a birthday or a parade?



“It's safer at least.” Marcus speared the last piece of veal with his fork.



“Please. I want this. I do not want to leave you.”



“Maybe there's a way we can make it work.” Marcus fell silent as he finished his meal.








Not telling Dom was a risk, a stupid, dangerous risk. But it was a risk he had to take.



There was always room for a fixer, someone who could make small problems disappear.



Marcus only dealt with weapons at first. For a hundred dollars, they would vanish forever.



Clémence stayed in the car when he made his pickups. He'd set the weapon on the passenger seat, and by the time he'd driven off, it was gone and it would never come back.



They had to invest in an air freshener; the continual use of magic stunk up the inside of his Mercury Milan.



She stopped looking at Craigslist ads, and started sleeping late.



Several weeks in, she started hinting that it would be more convenient for both of them if they shared an apartment. Marcus ignored this.








They were parked behind a 7-11, backed up to the dumpster. The arc-sodium lights didn't reach quite that far, leaving his face only a pale blur in the darkness.



Clémence was stretched out on the back seat, trying to think of something other than the pervasive odor of garbage that oozed through the seams of the Milan. Marcus was tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, waiting for their next client to arrive.



“This doesn't feel right,” he said. “My Spidey-sense is tingling.”



“What is a Spidey-sense?”



He swiveled around in his seat to face her. “A—so you know what superhero comics are, right?”



“Yes. Like the X-Men.” She sighed. “Hugh Jackman is so cute. I wonder if my Mom has ever met him?”



“So there's this guy called Spiderman who got bit by a radioactive spider, and now he's got super powers. And one of them is that he knows when something ain't right. Well, that's what I'm feeling right now.”



A pair of headlights interrupted him, sweeping across the parking lot and bouncing slightly as the car traversed the curb. “Is that them?”



“It must be.” Marcus turned his attention towards the approaching car. “Get your head down.”



She ducked below the seats, only the tip of her horn sticking up above the window frame.



There was a gentle whirring as Marcus lowered his window. Clémence listened to the muted rumble of the engine as the other car pulled up next to them.



She couldn't see, but that was the only sense of hers that was blocked, and she knew something was wrong. She couldn't pin her mind on what it might be, but she trusted her instincts, so she banged a hoof against the back of the driver's seat.



“You the fixer?”



“Fixer? You mean like, um, a plumber or something?” Marcus’s voice was strained. “I just, I'm just here to get some cigarettes.”



Cigarettes. She held that in her mind; it might be important later.



“Come on, don't be coy. I've got a gun.”



“Is this a robbery?” She felt the car move slightly as he shifted in his seat.



“You gonna get rid of it? I’ve got the cash.”



“Dumpster's right behind me, pal.” He reached for the key and started the car. “I don't want any trouble.”



“You dumb son of a bitch. NYPD. Shut the car down, Marcus. We're gonna have a nice talk back at the station.”



As if to punctuate his words, blue and red lights started strobing in the distance.








Marcus leaned back in the chair. They had nothing, and they knew it. His story sucked, but so what? Right now, his Milan was surely in the police impound lot, being gone over by a police technician, who would find nothing.



“I just was gonna get some cigarettes,” he insisted. “And then your detective mistook me for somebody else and busted me. That's all that there is to say.”



“You're parked at the back of a 7-11.”



“Yeah. Didn't want to be close to the door; some kid might have keyed my car.”



“At one A.M.”



“They're open 24 hours a day. No law against buying cigarettes at one A.M.”



“You don't even have a lighter.”



Marcus shrugged. “Car does.”



“Your story stinks.”



“So? It makes more sense than your fairy tale. And here I sit, while the real criminal gets off scot-free, because your detective shot his wad too quick.”



“What was your unicorn friend doing in the car?”



“Riding around.”



“That's it, huh?”



“Yeah.”



“Why?”



“Why not? Some law says that she can't ride around in my car when she wants to? You got a dog?”



“That's none of your business.”



“Some dogs like riding in cars, that's what I'm saying. I don't know why.”



“So this Clement, your unicorn friend from upstairs, she likes riding in the back of your car.”



“Clémence.”



“Uh-huh. And she likes riding in the back of your car. In the middle of the night.”



Marcus shrugged.



“And hanging out at 7-11 in the middle of the night.”



“We were looking for hookers, okay? Is that what you want to hear? But we couldn't find any stallions. We were going to check and see if there were any 24-hour stables that offered stud service, but they you showed up and busted us. How does that sound? That's just as crazy as your theory that I was gonna buy a gun from you in the 7-11 parking lot in the middle of the night.”



The detective rolled his eyes. “That's not the story she told us.”



“Of course it's not, because I just pulled it out my ass. Can I go back to my cell now, or do you want to ask some more inane questions?”








“He said that he wanted cigarettes.”



“And that's all?”



“That was all he said.”



“What kind?” Detective Mathas grinned. “Go on, tell me.”



“I do not know your brands,” she lied. “The ones that have a camel on them, I think.”



“How often does he smoke?”



“I do not know. He does not smoke around me, but I can smell cigarettes on him sometimes.”



“That's not what he told us. He told us that he was supposed to meet someone at 7-11 to ditch a gun. What do you know about that?”



Her ears flicked. “Is that some sort of human slang?”



“How do you make a living? Apartments in New York City ain't cheap.”



“I get money from my Mom. She lives in Los Angeles and is in movies and parades. She paid for my apartment, and I get the rest from little gigs here and there.  Data entry on my computer.”



“We can check that.”



“You probably already have. Ég veit bragðarefur þínar. He wanted cigarettes, and that is all. Everything else you are making up because people are not trustworthy. If you had some evidence, you would not be asking all these stupid questions and trying to trick me with my words.”








They held him for three days, enough time for them to have disassembled his entire car if they'd wanted to. If there had been anything for them to find, they'd've found it, but there wasn't, so they didn't.



They were mightily curious about how the front passenger seat was slightly scorched, and they noticed the slight smell of ozone that the air freshener couldn't cover up, but they couldn't make any sense of it. 



They let him go and gave him his car back, minus the air freshener.



The Milan presumably also now sported a GPS tracker somewhere—Marcus wasn't dumb enough to think otherwise—and he felt no need to figure out where it was. Not right away. He was going to keep his nose clean until the police found a new person of interest.



Clémence had other ideas. “It felt so good to beat them.” She pranced across her throw rug. “They even wanted me to take a polygraph test, but they could not understand the results. They told me that it was saying I was lying, but that was not true.”



“Can you be sure?” Marcus leaned back on her couch.



“I know. They could not even decide where to hook up the wires on the machine. They stuck their finger-sensors on my hoof with tape.”



“Don't be too smug,” he said. “And keep your voice down. You never know who might be listening.”



“Pfft, so what if they are? They have nothing.”



“Sit down.” He patted the couch next to him. “Close.”



Clémence obliged him, settling into the couch and putting her body right up against his.



“This might be like a game for you,” he whispered, “but they're smarter than they let on. Police work is a lot like hitting a hornet's nest—you keep whacking it to see what happens, and sooner or later you break it open and get to the honey.”



“Hornets do not make honey.”



“Really? I thought—well, never mind. Now's not the time to be smug. They've probably got bugs in our apartments, and a tracker on my car.”



“Bugs? Like fleas?”



“Little microphones. Really tiny, so you can't see them.”



“Oh!” She grinned. “I saw that on TV; it was hidden in the telephone. If you turned on the shower, it confused it, because the noise of the water covered up the other sound.”



“They're better than that, these days. Hell, my cell phone is smart enough to talk back to me.”



“So what are you saying? That we have to quit? Because things were just getting fun.”



“No, but I think it's time to fold Dom into it. He’s got more resources that just you and I, and he can make sure we've got a safe house.”



“I like this building. I do not want to have to go to another place. There is a gelato stand right outside.”



“Dom can arrange things, maybe get some new tenants in the building. Ones that aren't going to wonder if people show up in the middle of the night, and that won't let the cops in.”



“So call him.”



“But there's no backing out. Remember what I said before about it being forever.”



She leaned up close, her lips practically on his ear. “I want it to be forever.”








“Give me one reason why I shouldn't put you down right now.”



“Clémence.”



Dominick Tomasullo's finger tensed on the trigger. Marcus had disrespected him by going off the reservation, and to come back begging for mercy could give anybody ideas.



But he wasn't a stupid man, and sometimes his moral code got a little bit bent in the name of expediency.



He didn't need Marcus to tell him that he and the unicorn were a package deal; that was something that he had figured out in the middle of Marcus's rambling explanation of what they were doing—behind his back, no less.



“You should have said something, Marc.”



“Like what? That I was friends with a unicorn who made a gun disappear by magic, never to be seen again?”



“Yeah, like that.” Dom slid the gun back in its holster. “I ain't a mook, Marc. I'm from Missouri, and you know what that means.”



“Yeah. Show me.” Marcus put his hands in his pockets to hide the trembling. “What am I gonna show you? Nothing? Guns that are gone? Hell, I can't even show you my Milan. It had a bug infestation, and she made it go away.” That had been a little much for her, especially all at once. The front bumper had stayed behind, and it had taken her almost a day to recover before she was able to vanish that, too. They both agreed to never try that again, but it had been a worthwhile experiment.



“You and her and an empty room,” Dom said. “Like in a Sherlock Holmes mystery. One of my men, he gives you a package. Make it vanish completely. I don't want to know how, I don't want to see how, got it? But we're going to check afterwards and make sure it's gone.”



“Yeah, I can do that. When?”



“How about now? I've got the just the place. You and me will go for a little ride. My men'll pick up your girlfriend.”



“She's not my girlfriend. Just an acquaintance.”



“Sure.” His mouth twisted in a mockery of a smile. “Might want to call her and let her know they’re coming. You've probably got some kind of code word or something. Clever guys like you usually do, and I'd hate to have my men 'vanish' before they can give her a ride, you know? You'd hate it, too, because you'd also vanish. Am I being clear?”



“Perfectly.” Marcus picked up his cell phone and dialed.








Marcus had never before visited the DiFiore Construction Company lot, and never again would be plenty soon enough. It was just past LaGuardia airport, and also in rather convenient proximity to Rikers Island—although if things didn't go as planned, the least of his worries would be spending the rest of his life on Rikers Island. More likely, he'd be watching the boats in Powell Cove from below.



Ernest and Louis were already there, and Marcus gave them a half-hearted wave as he was led into the building and then down into the basement. It was, he thought, about the perfect place to film a horror movie, filled as it was with all sorts of cast-offs from the legitimate side of the business.



Down at the end of one of the rows was a heavy door that looked like it opened to a secret bunker—which was appropriate enough, since it surely did. 



“So this is it, huh?”



Dom nodded. “You say she can make a gun vanish. Anything up to a car.”



“Car's a lot of work.”



“Not like I'm gonna be able to get one in here, anyway.” Dom waved an arm around. “Too much stuff in the way. Ought to clean this place out, but I like all the stuff. Gives it a sense of history.”



“Plus it would take an evidence team forever to go through all of it.”



“Yeah, it would. And all the while my attorneys would be filing notices to cease and desist, because it's vital equipment to keep the business operating.” He chuckled. “I can probably find something on these shelves that will fit the bill that I can live without. And that you can't use for anything clever.”



“What if she's not home?”



“Well, I guess that's too bad for you, isn't it?” Dom crossed his arms. “Thing is, Marc, I want to believe. She can solve a lot of problems, and if she is what she says she is, you've got it made. You know that. But I can't help but think of all those charlatans that can 'heal' someone by bopping them on the forehead, you know? I want there to be a miracle, but for all I know you're playing the odds. Maybe taking the guns apart and flushing the pieces down the toilet, or pitching them off a bridge into the East River.



“I don't give a rat’s ass if you're scamming some lowlife on the street that just whacked his girlfriend. But I do care that I'll be hearing rumors that I authorized it, and since you're one of mine, I'm gonna rein you in before that happens. And I guess this is your last chance to tell me it is a scam, and beg for mercy, and then maybe the two of us can sit down and have a nice drink together and chuckle at all the poor fuckwits on the street that paid you money to toss their gun over a bridge.”



Marcus nodded. He could say that. He could have said it before, even. But Dom knew that the police had brought him in, and they wouldn't have done that if they didn't think they had something, and they wouldn't have let him go if they'd found that something.



When Clémence produced, all his problems would be solved. If not. . . .








It took her a half hour to arrive. 



Her head was down until she saw him, and then she got a bit of lilt back in her step, but she didn't gallop away from her escort. She did nuzzle him on the cheek when they were close.



“I was so worried,” she whispered in his ear.



“It's all going to be okay. We've just got to show Dom what you can do.”



Clémence's eyes darted around the cluttered basement. “I cannot possibly—not for years. There is far too much.”



“Not everything,” Dom said. “One thing, that I choose. How long does it take?”



“Two minutes,” Marcus said.



“I'll give you five. I'm feeling generous. Ernie, that busted up injector pump on the shelf . . . no, on the bottom shelf. Grab that. That too big?”



Clémence shook her head.



“Weighs about 20 pounds. That too big for your miracle?”



“It's fine.”



“If any of them faith healers had been the real thing, they coulda healed Stephen Hawking or something. Showed the world that they're the real deal, you know? That something that a unicorn can do?”



“I do not know. I would have to see him.” Clémence glanced around uncertainty. “Do you want me to make it disappear right now?”



“I don't want to know how you do it,” Dom said. “Marc, when the door closes behind you, you've got five minutes, understand?”



“Perfectly.”



“Good. Ernie, the door?”



Ernie nodded and pulled it open.



Marcus had been expecting some sort of an office, maybe, or a bunker of some sort. Instead, it was just an empty room with old stone walls, the mortar flaking off. A small pool of stagnant water sat next to the drain; obviously the floor had settled over time.



A single flyblown lightbulb hung from the ceiling, weakly illuminating the room once Ernie flipped the switch.



“Not so sure of your miracle now, are you?”



Rather than answer, Marcus boldly strode into the room, and Clémence followed.



“I do not like this place,” Clémence said after the door had closed behind them.



“Neither do I.” Marcus leaned his back up against the door, figuring that it might be a little bit warmer than the cold stone walls that surrounded them. “Are you okay?”



“I—yes. A little bit nervous; I did not like riding in the back of the car with Dom's men. The bulky one—”



“Vincent.”



“—he kept looking at me like a wolf judging its prey. If you had not called me to warn me they were coming . . . I think he would have hurt me, even if I had made his gun disappear.”



“He might have. He used to be a prize fighter.”



“I wish I had a gun.” She giggled. “How would I carry it, though?”



“I'm sure that if you ask, they'll let you have one. If you don't fuck this up.”



“There's no need to be vulgar about my talent.” Clémence tilted her head towards the puddle on the floor. “Right there. Put it down right there. If I do it right, I might be able to make the water disappear, too. It would make it smell a bit nicer in here. Plus Mom always says that the secret to getting ahead in life is in presentation. I think that they might still think that we hid it somehow, maybe pulled out a loose rock and put it behind.”



“They'll check.”



“But if the water is gone, they will see that right away, and the concrete will be dry.” She waited until he'd stepped a little ways back, and then flared her horn. The injector pump and the water promptly vanished.



“What do you think he will do next?”



“I don't know,” Marcus admitted. “I think he'll take us out of the basement for a little bit, until he's satisfied that it really is gone. He might make you do it again, with him watching, or maybe one of his men.”



“I should have taken Vincent's gun.”



“Maybe when we get out of this room. If he sees it with his own eyes . . . will that hurt Vincent?”



“It might,” she said. “Especially if it is in his hand. I am not sure.”



“Let's save that for later, then. If we have to. . . .”



“Yes.”



“But I think he's going to go for it. Or else we'll both be swimming with the fishes.”



“I have not been swimming in quite some time. It is a little bit chilly for swimming.”



“I think the cold will be the least of your worries.” Marcus drew his finger across his throat. “Unless unicorns are bulletproof.”



“I do not think I am.” She moved in close to him. “I will not let them hurt you, I promise. I will take away Vincent's gun. I should have already.”



“I don't want that to be necessary. Let's wait until we see what Dom decides, okay. But keep your ears open, no matter what. As long as we're in this place.”



“I will.”



The latches on the door sounded like thunder. Everybody in the basement proper had their eyes peeled on the room, except for Vincent. He was watching them with his unsettling dark eyes.



“It's gone,” Dom said.



“So's the puddle on the floor.” Ernie walked into the room and put his hand down where the stagnant water had been. “Almost bone dry. Concrete's got a bit of dampness to it, 'cause we're so close to the river, but it's not any wetter by the drain than anywhere else.”



“So do you believe now?”



Dom frowned. “I never said that I didn't.”



“Make sure that Ernie and Louie check the walls real good for loose stones or anything like that,” VInnie suggested.



Dom nodded to them, then turned back to Marcus and Clémence. “If my father could see this . . . a unicorn. I don't suppose you've got any dragon friends? Or phoenixes? I could branch off into arson, . . . While the two of them look, let's come up to my office and talk, okay? You, too, Vinnie.”








No amount of searching by Ernie and Louie found the bulldozer's injector pump.



Six Months Later



Marcus and Clémence still lived in their apartments on Mulberry Street, and Clémence still visited the gelato stand whenever she wanted to.



All the other tenants of the apartment building had been encouraged to move out and had been replaced with people who were loyal to Dominick. Once or twice a night, her telephone would ring twice, then twice more: that was the signal that she should be expecting a package that needed to disappear.



Mostly, she disappeared things from her apartment. It was more convenient that way, and invisible to prying eyes. A small flash of light that could easily have been something on the television, and then it was gone forever, beyond the reach of search warrants and evidence technicians.



She wasn’t told what was in the packages.



Things like food and rent were no longer a concern, nor was a prying landlord who was worried about what hooves might be doing to the floor of his apartment.



She should have been happy. She didn't have to scramble around on Craigslist looking for work. And she still had most of her freedom; Dom didn't dare restrict her to her apartment. She only had to be available at night, and if she told him beforehand that she was going to be staying late at a party, he let her.



But it galled her that she had to ask.



Marcus was growing more distant, too. She'd suggested once again that they could share an apartment, but he hadn't shown any interest in that and she let the matter slide. Maybe he was worried about his floors.



Dom had given him a car to replace the Milan.  It was much nicer, but it didn't feel the same to be riding in the back of it.



“You should have asked him for a pickup truck,” she told him. “I could ride in the back and have the wind in my mane and the smell of the city in my nose.”



“He'd give you a truck if you asked,” Marcus said. “Or maybe a Tesla; they practically drive themselves.”



“I do not want a car to drive. I want to ride around with you.” That lie he'd told the police officers was actually true. “I miss when we used to be together all the time. I miss talking in your Milan out behind seven elevens and in dark alleyways.”



“Not me. Just the thought of somebody I don't know coming up with a gun that he wants to get rid of, or whatever—and any one of them might think he was going to mug me or carjack me. Now nobody would dare to do it.”



“That was the fun.” Clémence sighed. “Never knowing from one moment to the next . . . it was thrilling. I miss that.”



“If you want risk, try a hot dog from one of the carts,” Marcus suggested. “You never know what might be in one of those.”



“Bah.” Clémence flopped down on the floor. “At least sometimes I get to go to the gun club and shoot my shotgun. That is fun, even if it hurts my ears. They have little clay dics that they call pigeons and they fling them up in the air and I can shoot them apart while they fly. Have you ever tried that?”



“I prefer a pistol. Easy to keep hidden.”



“Like Dirty Harry.” Clémence giggled. “'Do you feel lucky, punk?' Maybe I should see if Dom can get a holster I can strap to my foreleg.”



“Yeah, yeah. Outta to get you a cowboy hat.”



“Should I?”



“Seriously?”



She nodded.



“There's a western store on Broadway and Walker.”



“I love this city.” Clémence sighed. “I will go there tomorrow. Maybe they have other cowboy wear too. Have you ever worn chaps?”



“I'm really not into that kind of thing.”



“You should try it. All the cowboys wear them. You should come with me.”



“I'm going to the ballgame tomorrow. Probably won't be back until late. After they close. Me and some of the guys are going to go to a bar after.”



“Baseball?”



Marcus nodded.



“Maybe I will go to the park and trot around the race track.” She gathered her legs under herself and stood back up. “I—have you had dinner?”



“Yeah, why?”



“I thought . . . maybe not tomorrow, because you have your baseball game to watch, but what about Friday? Would you like to go to Umberto's? Or we could go to the Tiny Shanghai, if you wanted Chinese food.”



“I dunno. I was going to see if Eddie wanted to go to New York Dolls. What's the fun of having money if you can't spend it?”



“Life is about more than money.” Clémence swished her tail. “Very well, if you change your mind, I would like to treat you to dinner.”








Rain changed the city for the better, generally. It washed the dirt off the streets and she had the sidewalks more to herself, and the park was almost empty, especially if it was a heavy rain. She could stand under the overarching canopy of trees and listen to the rain drumming against the leaves and it helped quiet the sounds of the city.



She wondered if the ocean sounded like that.



At night, it made the roads into false mirrors that reflected the lights of the city back and with her window open just a crack the cool and refreshing breeze blew into her apartment, occasionally bringing little spumes of water with it.



She was on the couch, a blanket over her back. The television was on, but she'd turned the sound off so that she could listen to the rain. Her attention was focused on her mane; the humidity made it frizz up and she was trying unsuccessfully to brush it flat again when the phone rang.



Clémence glanced up at it in interest. After the second ring, it stopped, and then a moment later it rang twice more.



That was the signal, so she put the hairbrush down and got off the couch.



She hadn't told Dom or Marcus or anyone but she'd gotten a sense for what was in the packages. She could feel if it was a gun or a knife or a bunch of papers, both by how they felt as she disappeared them and later by who’d brought them to her. Dom only trusted a few of his men with her, and they all had different specialities.



This time it was Vinnie who eventually knocked on her door; to her surprise, he didn't have anything with him.



“Gotta take a little ride,” he told her. “Something that won't go up the stairs all that easy, if you think you can handle it.”



“Is it big?”



“Just a rug, like the ones you've got on your floor.”



Clémence nodded. It didn't take a genius to figure out that there was something in the rug, because who would want to disappear a rug?



Or else it was a trap.



“Where are we going?”



“Just down the road a piece,” Vinnie said. “Might want to put on a raincoat, if you've got one. It's really coming down.”



“I don't mind getting wet.”



She hesitated right at the door. “Can—I think I should tell Marcus where I'm going. So he doesn't worry.”



“He doesn't—” Vinnie licked his lips. “Sure. Yeah. Tell him. We're going to Port Morris.”



Even after all this time in New York, Clémence trusted the stairs more than the superannuated elevator in the building. She and Vinnie went down one floor, then across to Marcus's apartment.



She knocked on the door, but he didn't answer.



“Boyfriend didn't give you a key?” Vinnie chuckled.



Clémence shook her head.



“Stand back, I can get it open. Shitty locks in these apartments.” He reached into his pants and pulled out a small cloth roll. “Don't tell anybody, okay? Lockpicks are illegal.”



It only took a moment for him to get the door open. The apartment was filled with Marcus's scent and the smell of garlic and also a bit of perfume on top of that. Her eye was immediately drawn to a lacy red bra draped across the back of the couch.



“Can you write him a note, or do you want me to?”



She gritted her teeth. “I can do it.” He had a dry-erase board on the refrigerator, which was a good place to leave a note. “Port Morris, right?”



“Yeah.”







She rode in the back of Vinnie's Land Rover. They drove out of Little Italy and paralleled Central Park before cutting over to First Avenue and the Willis Avenue Bridge. Then before they merged with I-87, he turned down Bruckner Boulevard and followed it to an industrial areas.



The rain couldn't make it look any prettier; the buildings were ugly and old and there were tall fences made of cement blocks and corrugated iron preventing anyone from seeing what went on behind them.



They had to wait for a filthy locomotive towing a string of beat-up gondolas to pass, and then Vinnie made a couple more turns until they found themselves in front of a chain link fence.



He had a key or he used his lockpicks; she didn't really notice which. She was remembering what Marcus had said about going swimming with the fishes and how easy it would be for Vinnie to erase her note, if he wanted to.



And she wondered if she cared. Marcus had gotten more and more distant; would he even notice if she was gone? Would he miss the hoofsteps on the floor above his apartment?



Was this what she wanted?



The lot was full of metal containers, stacked two and three high. All of them were rusty, and some of them were smashed. It was hard to imagine how that could have happened; they certainly looked sturdy.



“You still can't make a car disappear, can you?”



“No. Cars are too big. It takes a couple of days. And I was really tired after I tried.”



“I had to ask.” Vinnie drove through the maze of containers until he finally located an old Lincoln Town Car parked right up against one. She felt a shiver of excitement seeing it, wondering if that was how Marcus's Milan had looked when it was backed up to a dumpster.



He shut off the lights and for a moment, the car vanished completely into the darkness, all but a tiny glint off its chrome.



“Wish we'd gotten here earlier. Well, the rug's in the trunk. Can you do your thing from here?”



“If I can't see what I'm trying to disappear. . . .”



“Yeah, that makes sense.” Vinnie opened his door. “Alright, hang on a second, I'll get yours.” He glanced down the darkened tunnel between the containers. “Shoulda parked the other way. Just in case.”



Her heart started beating faster. “Could it be a trap?”



“Can't ever be too careful.” He stood for a moment, his hand on the edge of his door, before he shook his head and moved to the back, opening the door for her.



Getting out of a car wasn't as easy as getting in, and the rain-slicked concrete didn't help.



Vinnie had the remote for the Town Car. Once they were around the back he pulled it out of his pocket and pushed a button, and with an authoritative click, the trunk opened up.



The inside of the trunk was lined in thick black plastic, with the promised rolled-up rug sitting on top. Even if the smell hadn't given it away, she could see a dark stain that wasn’t a shadow from the trunk lights.



“Close your eyes,” Clémence cautioned. “This is going to be bright.”



He nodded, and turned his back to her.



It only took a moment for her to work her magic.



“You weren't kidding,” Vinnie remarked. “I hope anyone who saw it thinks it was lightning.”



“I could—” she bit her lip nervously. “I could make the plastic go away, too. That might be best.”



“Easier than burning it,” Vinnie agreed. “You don't have to recharge or anything like that?”



“No, not for something that simple.”



This time the flash was much smaller.








The two of them were silent as they drove back to Clémence's apartment. He was on edge, no doubt considering the implications of making bodies just disappear like that. Completely untraceable. Even if the cadaver dogs got a hit off the trunk—and they might—there wouldn't be anything else. Could she do that with a living body? Vanish it as if it never was?



Where, exactly, did it go? She wondered that sometimes. Her head was down; she didn't feel the need to watch the buildings go by. The tires swished across the pavement, their sound soporific. The radio was just on, not quite loud enough for her to identify the songs that were playing.








Vinnie dropped her off in front of her apartment and opened the door for her, extending a hand to steady her as she stepped to the pavement. She'd watched a documentary about the Queen of England, and it reminded her of the steadying hands of the Queen's assistants, and she wondered if it was right to thank him or if it was better to remain silent.



She brushed her muzzle against his cheek and then went up the stairs.



Clémence paused a floor down. There was a light under Marcus's door, but she didn't knock. She closed the hallway door quietly, like a thief, and went one more floor up.



If she was careful, she could move across her rugs without being too loud.



The couch wasn't a terribly comfortable place to sleep, but it was good enough. Her blanket was still scrunched up on the couch, and the armrest made a serviceable pillow.



For a little while, the rain turned into a thunderstorm, and then it tapered off again. She could occasionally hear doors opening and closing in the apartment building, and a bit of cigarette smoke drifted through her open window from somebody smoking on a balcony.



She thought about the lacy red bra that had been draped over Marcus's couch and she thought about her message on his whiteboard. Had he even seen it? Was it still there? Or had he wiped it off without thinking?



Human legends said that unicorns only appeared to the pure, although that obviously wasn't true at all. Or was it? Could he no longer see her?



That didn't seem likely, but she wondered. Maybe tomorrow morning he would come to her apartment, maybe he would be worried enough to check on her, maybe he would use the key she'd given him, and maybe he wouldn't be able to see her anymore.



Would the couch look unoccupied? Or would he see a depression in it?



Would she care?








Vinnie took her out to Port Morris again. Another plastic-lined trunk, another rug. Marcus didn't come by her apartment. She hasn't seen him for a week.



She could vanish the entire back half of a car, and that was better. That gave nothing for the cadaver dogs to identify, and the front half could go in a crusher easily enough. The first time, Vinnie burned his hand on the sundered steel and without thinking, she touched her horn to it, healing the wound.








New York City was not a good place for a unicorn to live.



“Marcus, we need to talk.”



“Now's not a good time.” The door was open a crack, restrained by a golden chain. Clémence could smell garlic and stale cigarettes and perfume and sex.



“Let me in, Marcus.”



“Just . . .” His eyes darted back into his apartment, then back to her face. “I'm . . . let me get dressed, okay? I'll meet you up at your apartment, how about that?”



“No. Stand back.” That was all the warning she gave, before a forehoof shot out and smashed the door open, nearly cracking him in the skull as it slammed into the cheap wallboard.



She stormed by him, pausing on the rug in the center of his living room that was a near match to the one she had. They'd gone to IKEA to get it, and it had some exotic name. Hampen or something like that.



“I should have know that you would have no loyalty,” she said, spinning to face him. “When you were so eager to go behind Dom's back. You're lucky he did not just kill you.”



“You've been talking to Vinnie,” Marcus said. He pushed the splintered remains of his door back shut, and moved towards the couch. “He wasn't—he knew, you've got a useful skill, you know.”



“Yeah.” Her voice was bitter. “And what has it got me? I thought that we were a team, that maybe—”



“It wasn't going to be like that. I couldn't, you know.”



She ignored him. “I thought about that, and I do not think it would have worked, but we could have tried.  We could have had that.



But—remember when I left a note on your whiteboard? You read that, did you not?”



“Yes,” he grudgingly admitted.



“And?”



“I should’ve gone to your apartment, made sure you were safe. I'm sorry. I was, I'd—“



“Was she was worth it? How long would it have taken to write a little note yourself and slipped it under my door?”



“I'm sorry, I wasn't thinking straight.”



She lowered her head, tilting her horn towards his chest.  “It did not have to end like this.”



His hand darted towards the end table, and she made no move to stop him as he pulled the Sig out of the drawer and brought it up.  “I will shoot you.”



“You cannot disappear me, and how far are you going to get before somebody wonders where I have gone?” She stormed across the rug, moving in on him. “You are trapped. You have money and Dom's respect and a new car and your ladies of the night but what good do they do you now? Go ahead, pull the trigger and find out.”



His finger tensed but she was faster, and just like that he was gone.



She could have gone to the bedroom but she was hollow inside and didn't want to consider what she might do there, so instead she went back upstairs to her own apartment and sat on the couch and watched the pigeons clustering on the fire escape railing.



It was doubtful that Dom would miss Marcus, but if he asked, she'd tell him what happened.



She didn't think he'd mind.
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My mother is ninety-five years old.  The thought will not leave my head, from the time when the Lifeline lady called my cell phone a few minutes ago until now, and it shows no sign of going away.



My mother has fallen, and she can not get up.  My infinitely strong mother, who survived the Depression, four children, a heart attack, the loss of my father twenty years ago, and so much more.  She has rented ‘the button’ for quite a few years, but has never pressed it until now.  She did not push it when she fell down the stairs the first time, and I found her in the kitchen, mopping blood off the back of her head.  She did not push it when she fell down the stairs the second time because of that damned cat, and my daughter found her in the basement bathroom with a similar cut on the back of her head.  I’ve always thought of her as immortal, even though I know better.



She is lying on the floor in the kitchen, wanting nothing more than to get back on her feet and continue with her morning chores, but she cannot get her feet under her.  If only she could have me pull that chair over so she can brace herself against it, because it’s only a bruise, after all.  She has work to do, a quilt to sew, Christmas cards to read under her magnifying glass.  This is not a good time for her to be on the floor, and she tells me so.  Repeatedly. 



My mother is ninety-five years old.  We moved across the street from her when the last of our children were born.  They are now out of the house.  One of them has a baby of her own.  Over twenty years, and we’ve known this could happen at any time.  We’ve been afraid this would happen.  We’ve been denying that it could happen.



She does not want me to call the ambulance.  There is no pain, except when she moves in the wrong direction.  A few cushions, a little time to recover, and she’ll be back up and working.  The snow has been swept off the back deck and the front driveway, showing how much she has already done this early in the morning.  Then she fell down on the kitchen linoleum, without even tripping over something.  It annoys her.  Still, she does not protest when I call the ambulance.  Even if it is just a bruise, she still needs to get an X-ray, or so I explain while getting her some cushions to prop her frail, thin limbs into a more comfortable position.



There are still muscles beneath that parchment skin, pulling tendons into sharp relief while she moves, although her pajamas cover most of her body.  Farm life has treated her unfairly, with wrinkled skin from the sun and twinges of arthritis from the chill, but when spring comes again and she recovers from this, she will be right out there in the garden again, hoeing weeds and harvesting okra.  Or so I tell myself.



The doorbell rings moments after the ambulance dispatcher hangs up, announcing the arrival of a young police officer dusted with snow and red-cheeked in the cold.  He is ever so polite, introducing himself to my mother and checking to make sure everything is under control.  He is followed almost immediately by the ambulance and three young people, far too young to be entrusted with the care of the most precious element of my life, but I stand back and let them work, taking her blood pressure and chatting.  There is no pain, or at least that is what my mother says repeatedly, although with the caveat of just how her leg is positioned.  



I am numb with emotions watching the scene, unlike the professionals at the scene.  Undoubtedly each of them has seen this repeated countless times before.  But this is special.  This is my mother.  She is ninety-five years old.  Our family is related to nearly everyone in the county.  My mother knows them all.  She asks the ambulance people about their names, curious queries to find out if perhaps they are related to us too, but they are not.  



I cannot watch, because I am consumed with the urge to do something, anything other than watch.  Anything at all, even a futile gesture.  Since the snow has dusted the ground, I take my mother’s broom and sweep clean paths for the ambulance people.  She is ninety-five.  She has already swept most of the driveway, but I sweep the rest so the ambulance people will not track snow into the house or their vehicle.  I cannot watch them load her into the back, but bend over my sweeping with renewed vigor, only looking up when the driver tells me that they will be taking her to the big hospital a half-hour away instead of our local hospital, because they think she has broken her hip, and the local hospital does not have the resources to deal with that kind of surgery.



I know she has broken her hip.  I knew it from the first moment I saw her on the kitchen floor.  Denial has been my shield against the fear.  I cling to that forlorn hope as the ambulance leaves and I close up her house for her return.  It will only be a bruise.  She may stay a day or two in the hospital, but she will be back into this house with so many stairs going up and down to all levels.  As a distraction for my distraught mind, I make sure all of my siblings are notified, bending over my phone keyboard with careful pokes.  My mother will be fine.  It will only be a bruise.  But I do not say that.  I stick to the bare facts.  The simple, cold facts as I stand in the snow and look at the window of her house where the Christmas tree still shines.



I go back inside and turn the tree off before I travel to the hospital.








Hospitals are terrible places.  They are places of life, where our children were born, and death.  The first does not make up for the second, no matter how clean and sterile they are.  The corridors of the emergency ward are familiar from my other visits.  A friend’s motorcycle accident.  My oldest child’s nervous breakdown when his marriage came apart.  Now, my mother is lying in one of the rooms, getting the best of care.  I know it far more than words.  My niece works at the hospital in intensive care.  My sister-in-law manages a nursing home.  My daughter works with Alzheimer's patients in Kansas City.  I still do not wish to be here.  My heart writhes with bile, but my mother is treating this as just another visit, cheerful as always despite my hidden anxiety.



For an emergency room ward, there does not seem to be any sense of urgency or panic.  We wait.  My niece drops by briefly with encouraging words from her fellow nurses before returning to her work on the other side of the hospital.  My sister-in-law comes by with three of her grandchildren in tow.  Squirming little creatures who cannot sit still or be quiet, they grate on my nerves like acid.  My mother is quiet, because she has been here before.  For her heart attack over twenty years ago.  When she fell down the stairs.  Twice.  She has the patience that I do not.  



When the technicians arrive with the X-ray machine, I take the opportunity to flee.  There is an empty waiting room for family with a loud television set and ancient magazines, but no place to plug in my tired phone.  I do not know what is worse, to be with my mother at this time or here.  Still, they are taking an X-ray of her hip, so she deserves her privacy.



I walk, get a soda, visit the bathroom, check my phone again and pass on the news, but the lump of lead in my belly remains.  When the machine leaves her room, I even get a look at the results, but they mean nothing to me.  Give me a flowchart, a chunk of Windows scripting, a pop-up error.  Bones are not my specialty.  I can not abide blood, or talking to people.  The image is meaningless, or I simply refuse to see the break.  It could be either.



Another bathroom visit to empty my cramped gut and when I return, she is gone.  For a moment, my heart stops.  The emergency room is a good place for that, but my mind overrules my instincts.  She has simply been moved, and after collecting my coat and soda, I make the trek to her room, and the others filling it.  My brother, my sister-in-law, various nephews and nieces.  It is inevitable.  There is a swarming multitude who can claim one bit of blood or another to her.  Grandma was one of seven siblings, and her mother one of eight.  Even though I only have three siblings of my own, with their marriages, divorces, and deaths, my mother has over a dozen or two grandchildren, and uncounted great-grandchildren.



I am an extra thumb in this room, and more are arriving soon.  Although my mother has an IV of drugs, she is still filled with smiles and alertness, and suggests that I go home for a bit to recover.  It has been several hours since ‘the button’ was pushed, and even she can see how frazzled I have become.



I trudge out to my car through the biting cold, which cuts like a knife against my skin, slicing through my thick winter coat and furry vest.  My mother gave me this vest for Christmas some years ago, and every year I’ve used it to guard against the cold.



It is so cold.



I drive with exquisite care, returning to my home along snow-blown highways.  The cold has bitten deep within me, keeping me from relaxing even in the slightest.  I make a trip across the street to check on my mother’s home, turning off any lights I missed the first time and making sure the stove is off.  She will return to this house of far too many stairs.  I know it.  I say it quietly to myself while I cross the street to my own home and take my delayed shower, turning the water on high to melt the last bits of ice.



All that is left is the waiting.  I curl up on the bed, phone next to my head and try to rest.  My sister is coming up from Texas and will be here tomorrow.  Both of my brothers are at the hospital.  They are operating to put a pin in her hip soon.  I cannot stop trembling, blowing my nose, or dreading whenever the phone buzzes.



My temperature is over a hundred.



The same cursed bug that every one of my siblings has recovered from managed to strike me down at the worst possible time.  I text the group that my siblings have set up to keep us all up to date, all fifteen or so phones, and return to bed under the influence of NyQuil and Motrin, my only two friends.



The next day, I am worse, trapped in my bed just like my mother, only I can make the staggering path to the bathroom.  Drink, take medicine, sleep, check texts.  The days pass in tar-like rapidity.  My boss from work tells me to take as much time as I need.  She lost her father last year.  Lost.  We say that so casually as a species.  I lost my own father twenty-two years ago, like we were at the mall and he wandered off.  My time beneath the covers gives me the chance to contemplate the great mysteries of life and death while my mother recovers from her surgery.



She is ninety-five years old.  I am forty years her junior, and I am flattened by a simple virus.



By the time I am feeling remotely human and non-contagious, they move my mother to the nursing home where my sister-in-law works so she can undergo rehab.  It is a small nursing home in a small town, much more friendly than the big city hospital, and less expensive.  That will please her.  My mother is — to put it lightly — cheap.  She was ten years old when the Great Depression started.  We had a garden at the farm, filled with rows for me to hoe and beans for me to pick.  Harvest meant canning, and carrying glass jars down to the cellar.  I still cannot get used to green beans out of a tin can, or jelly that does not have a skim of paraffin across the top to keep it from molding.



It will be an exceedingly busy day for her, but my sister-in-law has things well under control.  I go in to work, battle the beasts that rise from paperwork left untended, and prepare to go visit her in the evening when I get another text.



Mom had a heart attack.



Far from recovering in the nursing home to regain her mobility, she now has been moved to the small town hospital.  It will be a very busy time there tonight, so I am discouraged from visiting.



The second night, I am given the permission I did not really need to ask for.  I am a man of more than fifty years.  I do not need to ask to see my mother.  Then I see my mother in the hospital bed, looking so thin and worn, and I am once again a little boy who only wants to be picked up and held.



I do not cry.  Our family does not cry much at all.  I must be strong for my mother, who is stronger than the pillars that hold up the sky.  I stay and talk while my sister helps her eat dinner.  We laugh a little, and I keep my mother company while my sister leaves to make some phone calls.



My mother will recover.  She is strong.  She has to be, for there are so many people who come to see her.  Cousins.  Brothers.  Relatives related by marriage somewhere up several limbs in the tree.  Grandchildren and great-grandchildren by the handful.  A schedule is set up.  Hope emerges again. 



My sister is staying at mom’s house, doing some of her work remotely and traveling to be with my mother at times during the day.  She is not used to the countryside around here after dark.  There is an infinite space of nothing between our house and the small town hospital, a darkness that eats up headlights and suggests bounding deer.  I find myself driving home several nights with her behind me, so she does not fret.  I am the baby of the family.  She was old enough to babysit me when I was born, and now I return the favor.



Then another call.  Another heart attack.



My sister-in-law gathers my siblings in the evening after we leave the hospital.  She is a strong woman, much like my mother, while we are much like sheep with this hanging over us.  She talks.  We listen.  Hope dies.  The dreaded ‘hospice’ word is used, as well as ‘do not resuscitate’ and ‘mom says.’



Ninety-five years.  There will not be a ninety-sixth.  



The schedule tightens.  There is a relative with her every hour of the day now.  I fling myself into work to avoid thinking.  Things that have been delayed for months get done.  Things that don’t need to be done for months get done too.  When my time to stay with mom comes, I travel to the hospital.  I help feed her.  Barbeque chicken.  Pudding.  Sips of juice.  Just like she used to feed me when I was too young to take care of myself.  I do not cry.  She makes sure I know about her bible and hymnal, with the verses and hymns marked.  There is no talk of her estate because she has settled that already.  Her only property not sold under contract is her own house.  Even her car, which she has been unable to drive since three years ago, has been passed on to a grandchild.



Hope blooms a little in my heart.  She seems so much stronger.  I escort my sister back home and guard her against the darkness.



Then my phone rings as I am getting into bed.  Another heart attack.  Not going to make it.  Come now.  I am throwing on my clothes when my sister calls from across the street, asking if I’m ready to go, which I’m not.  She’s down the driveway and off to the hospital before I can find my shoes.



Our car needs gas.  When we are at the station, filling up, my brother arrives.  We are much more alike than I realized.  We drive together through the darkness to the hospital.



Mom has passed.



My sister arrived just before.  She got to say goodbye.  I did not.  I don’t regret it.  I am a frail reed, and the weight would have broken me in half.  The body in the bed is not my mother anymore.  She has gone to be with my father and all the rest of her relatives who have already passed.



I cannot look more than once, and even that I regret.



We mourn.  Later, the four of us gather in the hospital lobby.  The minister arrives and says a few words.  There are things that need to be done.  Papers to be signed.  Unpleasant realities.  Tears, but only a few.  We are our mother’s children, after all.



The rest will wait until later.








I find myself back in my mother’s kitchen, where I stood two weeks ago.  I can still feel her here in this house, much like I could feel my grandmother in her house many years ago.  For her, it was grandma’s cookies.  For now, it is the package of Oreos that I always tried to keep on her kitchen table.  She was so thin over the last few years, and any calories we could trick into her was a victory.  Besides, if I kept the cookies in my house, my children would devour them in a day.  It made a good excuse, along with the soda in her garage fridge giving me an excuse to drop by every morning before work to check on her.



For now, cookies and soda have taken a back seat to the funeral preparations.  So many things we should have done years ago, so many pictures that needed a scribbled notation on the back to tell what distant relative was in the Army in 1945.  The simple request she made for her hymnal and bible is complicated by our search, finding four different hymnals and twelve bibles.  



As the siblings we have not been for many years, we four gather together and evaluate the pictures, the notes, the bookmarks, and the memories.  I find my father’s grade cards and feel vindicated that I at least was marginally more successful in school, although not by much.  To examine every picture would be impossible because of the sheer volume, but we separate out the ones of only mom and dad, putting the rest to one side for me to digitize later.  It will be another one of the tasks that I should have done before, but…



The time before the funeral is odd, flowing at an erratic rate.  There is the trip to the funeral home, where we four brave children chicken out and pick the same casket and vault that our mother did for our father twenty some years ago.  A trip to the mall to buy a suit coat for my tall son, who towers over me.  A single day at work to crush problems which could not wait.  The first of many days cleaning out the house for the inevitable sale.  Canceling credit cards and phone service, including a call to the ‘button people’ to express our thanks for their service, which was critical in my mother’s hour of need.



Then the visitation.



My suit is worse than useless, binding around the shoulders and limiting how and where I can reach.  Even the pockets are fakes, leaving me nowhere to put my cold fingers when the wind cuts through the thin suit.  Too hot in summer and no protection in winter, although I wear my mother’s gift sweater underneath it, and that at least helps.  At least until the visitation begins, and the sweat begins to damply accumulate.  Polite smiles.  Bob the head.  Try not to ask just who these people are.  I swear more than once that at my funeral, I’m having name tags made up.  It won’t matter to me, but the survivors will cheer my memory.  



The visitors shake hands and say a few words before going to the casket.  I have not done so yet.  Not until my wife goes with me as a brace against my foolish emotions.  Once again, this is not my mother.  They have done wonders with makeup and the other tools of their trade, but I refuse to admit her reality even as I admire the way her red hair still looks just as it did before, without a single strand of grey.  My father was nearly bald by my age, but I have her genes, although not the color.  Bits of reddish brown decorate the chapel from grandchildren and great-grandchildren, including my eldest brother who wears just a touch of red like a brief kiss on the head.  My own children are here, just as brown-haired as most, and my one new grandchild, who has long locks of coal black.



My cousins, four boys from my childhood who have never grown up, come over to talk, as well as neighbors and friends and relatives of all kinds.  I still want to do nothing but hide under my bed, but this is something far better.  I see them all so infrequently, scattered to the corners of the country with families of their own.  I only see them at… funerals, come to think of it.



When the visitation that I dreaded so much is over, I regret how short it seemed.








The wind at the cemetery cuts through my suit again, making the sweat from my time in the small church freeze into stiff ice splinters.  It seemed oddly familiar in a time-traveling way to go back to the church of my youth with all of the congregation having aged and greyed and wrinkled into near unrecognizability.  There were barely enough pews there, but not everybody traveled through the biting Kansas wind out to the cemetery.  The minister blessedly seems just as cold as the rest of us, and hurries through a few brief words while we huddle for warmth.  My oldest son is with me, but my youngest daughter remained behind to nurse her child.  Less than a month old, he is far better off to remain out of the weather.



As we gather, young and old united in our love for my mother and our search for relief from the cutting wind, I am reminded of all the funerals she served at.  They were countless, both in this small rural town when they lived at the farm as well as after she moved to town, across the street from me.  Funeral cake after cake, serving the relatives as they attended the reception after the funeral of friend, family, and church member.  Years and years of cakes, her parents, her sister and two of her brothers, spouses of her children, and the grandchild she had lost.



It is my turn now, seated on a thin metal chair in the freezing wind with my siblings.  Where my mother was the eldest child, and is survived by three of her brothers, I am the youngest, and will most likely see my siblings pass before me.  Then it will truly be my turn to be mourned while my children bear my casket and my grandchildren eat cake with distant relatives afterward.



Then, before we all freeze, it is over, and everybody heads for their vehicle to return to the warm church and lunch.  As I pass my mother’s casket, I reach out and touch the frozen steel with my bare fingers before walking onward, back to the car, back to the church, and to hold my grandson in her stead.



Until I see you again.  Goodbye, mom.  I will do my best to make you proud.

 
      

      
   
      The Longest Possible Now


      

      
      
         The people of Earth had a chance to see it coming. Somehow, they knew it was the end.

 

In a time long ago, long before humans had invented bipedalism, two great stellar civilizations had waged war in the neighboring arm of the galactic spiral. The Arkyz, a race something like moths and something like lizards, had a desire for worlds around type G stars, which made them competitors with the Gybyri, beings of spidery crystal who communicated in spectral bursts. They soon vied against each other, developing weapons that were effective eliminators of resistance, but which left natural resources unharmed.

 

One such weapon, which was too large and intricate to be called a bomb, and which the Arkyz dubbed a Hiator,was set in motion from an Arkyz world wracked by a genetic plague. It was supposed to be part of the ending blow, the revenge of the Arkyz against their tormentors who had slain so many of their children.

 

A Gybyri interceptor, placed to stop such attacks, reached the Hiator and burst, just a fractional second too late to destroy it. It did succeed in altering its destination. Popped out of space and time into the vagarous curls of warpspace, the Hiator was forgotten to the universe for a while, and re-entered existence a great distance away.

 

There it drifted, all starfields unfamiliar, dropping beacons at periods according to protocol, until it encountered a star that matched the parameters of its intended target. It entered orbit around the star and extended its fields in a hemisphere around Sol, drinking in enough energy to perform the task it needed to do.

 

From Earth, it seemed that a dim film had slid across three quarters of the sun, making it resemble a cunning half-lidded eye or a cruel smile.

 

The Hiator identified the system’s inhabited world and took an hour to draw enough power to start its task. It directed its energies towards Earth, expanding its detectors and preparing for evasive action against planetary defenses. It had no way to process that Earth has no defenses that could possibly stop it.

 

The nations on Earth’s sunlit side saw it happening. To them, it seemed that the eye of the sun has closed, dimming the sky so that stars started to become visible through the dusky blue. But then, these stars started to wink out, as the Hiator drew nearer to the Earth.

 

On long highways, deadlocked in the middle of solid traffic, some abandoned their cars for a futile walk towards home. Some ran to neighboring towns to purchase bicycles. Some sat on or near their cars, the lucky ones who managed to make a cell connection, saying a long goodbye to their families, looking at photos of them on their phones.



Air traffic grew congested and chaotic at the airports, as they were not designed to hold all of the world’s aircraft trying to land at once with none taking off.  The planes on standby circled like bees around the nest, their pilots marking the likeliest places to ditch the planes for an emergency landing, and glancing repeatedly at the darkening sky.

 

Tourists ceased to pose by monuments and trained their cameras frantically on the sky. In Pisa, none of the people who had been helpfully trying to hold up the leaning tower seemed inclined to aid the sun by holding up cigarette lighters.

 

On a street in Naples, a group of children stood gazing at the sky in wonderment, while a circle of adults stood around them, facing outwards with hands linked, ready to challenge any danger. Eight miles away, in an unexcavated field at the outskirts of ancient Pompeii, a similar scene lay buried in the solidified ash.

 

Around the world, scattered people made their way to the tops of tall buildings, standing right at the edge and staring up, ready to take a quick exit if a worse doom appeared in the sky. On many hilltops, a crowd of disciples gathered, listening to the triumphant and slightly smug exhortations of their spiritual leaders who had been prophesying doom for many years now and were finally receiving what they conceived to be their just payoff for failed predictions of the past and liberties foregone.

 

In like manner, humanist and rationalist communities, despite the apt metaphor regarding herded cats, gathered on internet fora and in public circles around their perceived authority figures, for human nature is something as real and reliable as any fact.

 

In one city two co-workers stood at a window, one devoutly religious, one an atheist. One watched in excited anticipation of a foretold end, one in a growing panic, as the sky turned from blue to black.

 

Families tried to group together in peaceful surroundings, and more often got caught in squalling discordant throngs. Few had the sense to stay at home and just hug each other.

 

Looters and pranksters took to the streets. Unheedful of temporal or spiritual authorities, or even of common sense, they stole goods that they would have no chance to use. In their houses, in the woods, in alleys, in the streets, people copulated, seeking comfort in the most fundamental human contact.

 

In Atlanta, a hitman held his gun warily on his victim, who knelt in terror and prayer. Finger on the trigger, he wondered if an eclipse had been scheduled for today.

 

Yet amid the chaos and the carnage, the rising panic and the breaking of societal ties, there were still those who stood for what was right: people helped, for there are always people who are helping in one way or another. The sharp edges of the bell curve were thrown into distinct view.

 

The Hiator assumed orbit, and thus the world ended. 



It projected a field that took effect around each subatomic particle of Earth, and locked each in a fixed position with respect to itself, exchanging a precisely known position in space for an indeterminate velocity in extra dimensions. What was struck by its influence became colder than ice, colder than anything else possible in the universe.

 

Planet, air, people turned solid instantly. Descending aircraft, out of fuel, became locked in the air like flies in amber. Suicidal jumpers hung suspended over streets, razors halted as they were drawn over wrists, lover’s kisses became locked in darkness.

 

The Hiator held Earth and Moon in this state, frozen with respect to each other. The Hiator absorbed the incident solar radiation and used it to maintain its field of effect. The Earth and Moon continued to orbit the sun, rotating about the barycenter like an athlete spinning up a shotput. Earth’s atmosphere no longer permitted the transmission of light, and the globe, with atomic motion reduced to near zero, was effectively as cold as it was possible for anything to get in the universe. The solar system was not greatly affected; it swung around in its due course, as Earth abided. Wrapped in the blackened atmosphere, all  life on Earth was trapped, motionless, like fossils in rock, hearts stuck between beats, racing thoughts locked in neurons, colder than any ice ever felt.

 

The eons passed and the universe grew old. Stars blazed through their lives and died in great illuminating bursts of agony, raging against the end of the light. Planets spun and orbits decayed, and still Earth abided, a jewel suspended in time and being.

 

Eventually, Sol itself had given most of its force. It entered its swollen stage, and took the substance of Mercury and Venus back into itself in its red rage. Earth it did not touch. But the Hiator absorbed more energy while it could, and maintained the stasis, and released its beacons, waiting for assistance that never came.

 

 


 

Time passed as well for the Arkyz, time to evolve and recover, and regret. They had assumed that the Hiator had been destroyed, and had used another means to win the war with the Gybyri, one that attacked the delicate structures of their brains. It took eons for both races to recover from what they had done to each other, and the beings that each evolved into in the meantime had little taste for total war. They thereafter reached accord and found peace.



And it came to pass that as the universe stretched itself flatter and flatter and time grew more and more weary, an Arkyz probe discovered a wayward beacon. Ancient records were searched, and the memory of the Hiator recalled. Probes were sent, then a full expedition, to behold the black spinning spheres rotating around a dim white dwarf that was all that remained of humanity’s fabled Sun. The expedition swiftly returned and made its report, and the problem of Earth was deemed worthy for a grand forum.



The Arkyz home world of Mecth was no longer a natural thing. The oceans were full of particles that thought; in the deserts, every grain of sand was at once a solar collector and a tiny mind. The very clouds were permeated with sapient particles and were under full control, and worked to selectively shade the ground. Though these were many entities, in aggregate they were called Mecth after the planet, for it was as if the world itself was alive with the most powerful intellect that the Arkyz could create.



Their star, called Savsti, was largely tamed, being surrounded by a Dyson Web, a self-repairing network of orbiting panels that could selectively block and absorb light or permit it to pass

 

Most of the Arkyz were now virtual, leading their entire lives within the vast collective mind of their planet, the Incended, for they appeared projected in reality like beings of pure light or fire. Having no parents in the usual sense of the term, they called themselves the Children of Mecth.

 

But a life within a machine is not for all, and so among the Arkyz lingered the Naturals, those who chose to remain in their limited material bodies. Of the Naturals, few chose to go wholly unaugmented, living out unenhanced lives and dying within the paltry span of two hundred and twenty years. And so many of the Naturals, while still physical beings, were constructed inside of more permanent stuff than nature had first used to construct their race.

 

All of these factions now gathered at the grand forum to consider the problem of Earth. It was held in a coliseum of light that grew outside the Natural’s largest remaining city, to save the Naturals the trouble of migrating, for to the Children of Mecth distance was no longer a concern. 

 

Also among them came representatives of the Gybyri, to debate what would be done, for here near the end of all things, the Gybyri were partners to the Arkyz in determining what could usefully be done to prolong the existence of the universe, or failing that, to escape it.



A representation of Mecth appeared at the center of the forum as a great globe, and the Children circled around it in darts of fire like satellites of joy. The Naturals reclined on couches or upon perches, the better to spread their wings under the light of Savsti, and the Gybyri reposed on crystalline discs that served to translate their spectral flashes into audible speech.



Vygvor, Procounsel of the Gybyri, raised its flectors and shone briefly with sparkling intensity to call for attention. “We are come to discuss a serious matter, in which the fate of an entire race and world have been attached to the responsibilities of the Arksyz. As we were of old your foes, and we can take only peripheral blame, we may speak more freely on this subject than you who are our hosts, and so we shall spare you distress by taking on the burden of speaking the case against intervention, and leaving this planet Earth as we found it.



“Firstly, we observe that we have here a frozen moment of a world, and we ask, what is the value of such a moment? Countless such moments have passed into the darkness of time, and countless races in the universe have gone to extinction, with no complaints or calls for their resurrection. There is nothing so remarkable about one instant, barely a blink of the cosmic eye, to call for such effort to preserve it.



“Next, we bring the issue of the mutual survival of our two races. Most here know that our means are limited as we seek to ensure that our races will continue beyond the end of this universe, only an estimated billion years hence. Our most hopeful present plan is to create a fold in space around our worlds so that they may expand untroubled into a newly born universe, but there are limits to the degree to which space may be folded to produce such, for each such outpouching takes up much of the remaining entropy, and many, many races have already taken their leave in this manner. In this regard, trying to rescue the populace of Earth would just be an additional burden, and may cost us our own chance to survive.

 

“Last, we observe that the universe is old. There is a question of whether Earth should be awakened, so close to its end. Their familiar sun is gone. We could enshroud them in a sphere of blackness easily enough, pierced with lights that mimic what they would expect to see. We would thereby do them no favors, and our efforts to protect and guide them into a brief existence would take away resources for the calculation of how we may best surpass the coming end.



“We here close our remarks and yield to the general discussion.” Vygvor ceased flashing its flectors and tucked in its many legs to await a response.

 

“We value all moments of ours that we can preserve!” cried the impetuous Children, swirling in fiery streaks of light. “And were the creatures of this planet Earth present to speak, they would claim the same. They have museums, libraries, storage in virtual space. By a fortunate chance it is still possible to preserve them, hence we should do what we can. The first point is thus demolished!”



Evisk, speaker of the Naturals, rose from her perch. Her furry scales gave the appearance of age and wisdom, but underneath she was hale as a hatchling. “I believe I can quickly answer the other points, for they deal only with questions of material and temporal factors. But this is not the sort of equation we balance by looking at time, or resources, material as common as hydrogen. 



“This is the sort of equation where the result must be: do our actions make us Arkyz? Are they the way we should act, that we can hold up our heads, and walk with pride? Should our mighty heroes of history rise forth from the dust and ask us what we have done, would we be able to fix their eyes with our own and give them an honest answer of courage? This factor must have the greatest weight in the equation.”

 

Mecth took note of Evisk’s words, for it was already including such intangible terms in its inner calculations, and it was pleased at the harmony between itself and the Naturals, admiring the beautiful fit of the dimensional curve that expressed the attitude in mindspace.

 

Mecth spoke next in a voice like the thunder and wind. “It seems that most are in agreement, and the main objections were urged not from the desire that they be heeded, but for sake of duty. It cannot be denied that it was an Arksyz device of war that brought this planet and its people to their present state. And therefore, we the Arksyz shall do what we can to make this right. However, we cannot simply deactivate the Hiator and leave them otherwise as they were. How shall we make our restitution?

 

“Restitution must begin with starlight,” said Evisk. “Their own star can no longer support them, and indeed has done its very best to kill them.”



“The galaxy is lacking now in G class stars,” observed Vygvor. “We have not the time to build a star for them, using the method by which we extend the lifetime of our own stars by importing stellar material from the blue giants.”



“Bring them here,” said the Children. “They can share Savsti with us.”

 

“Quite easy to say,” Vygvor blinked. “Planetary orbits are not simple slots on a track! Two worlds cannot stably share an orbit, and you cannot just insert another orbit without disrupting all.”



“We can manage,” said Mecth. “They can orbit opposite us, with periodic adjustments, and we can attenuate the light of Savsti to exactly what they require by manipulating the solar web. What else must we do?”



“We must undertake to waken them with a minimum of disturbance,” said Evisk. “Even when we have them in a safe orbit, we cannot just turn off the Hiator all at once and leave them be. They were suffering the greatest amount of fear when our weapon struck them. The best simulations we have run so far allow a five percent reduction in the planetary population--”

 

“We demand that no lives be lost!” cried the Children of Mecth, surging in waves of reddening fire.



“You must understand that such ideals, while noble, cannot always be implemented in real life,” said Vygvor. “This is already a monumental undertaking. Should we rescue even a percentage of them, it will be a colossal effort for which they must be grateful.”



“This is not a point of negotiation for us.” The Children became like pillars of fire around the globe of Mecth. “We will find a way if you will not, but no lives at all shall be lost on this Earth as we restore it. We shall incarnate and join the effort if necessary. But we are adamant!”



“Mecth, is this at all possible?” asked Evisk.



“The most feasible way to accomplish this,” said Mecth, “is to convert all life on the surface to virtual intelligences, like the Children themselves.”



“This is not acceptable to us,” said Evisk, as the other Naturals stirred with anger behind her. “It is taking their destiny from them, to turn them into virtual intellects without their consent. They must all have a choice, even those in peril, for many of the Naturals consider virtualization to be a form of death in any case.”



“You thus reject the true embodiment of spirit in our universe!” said the Children, burning brighter. “We are intellect unfettered to gross material, and we are just what the Naturals purportedly long to become after their span has finished!”



Mecth had seen this debate many times before, and judged it to be unfruitful in this case. “There is a compromise possible,” said Mecth. “The Naturals do not object to the adjustment of unliving or nonsapient materials, such as the matter which comprises all of Mecth.”



The Children cooled, and the Naturals nodded, for they saw what was coming.



Mecth continued. “The Earth is made of rock, just as Mecth was once only rock.



“And we shall teach that rock how to think.”








The details were all arranged in but a few centuries, and Earth and Moon were translocated and guided gently into a new orbit, frigid black spheres dimly reflecting light from the surrounding cosmos.



The light of Savsti shone now over the dark sphere, appearing with a corona in the sky like a space lion.



The Hiator was given its instructions. It was to withdraw its influence along limited pathways, to give the substance of Mecth time to permeate and prepare itself in the bones of the Earth. Through crust and mantle, it descended, reorganised and made itself manifest.



Sapience swam through the seas and crawled into the interstices of the rocks and between the strata. It entered the trees and danced with the chlorophyll. 

 

And the bones of the Earth became aware for the first time, for without pathways that can perceive each other, there is no consciousness, without branches that can change in response to the passing time, there is no memory, and nothing about which to think.

 

For the first time, the Earth saw the sunrise. It felt its own children. Earth reconstructed the striving, the motion. The drive to be, the blind thrashing, the drive to move and consume, and in the end the urge to be more. Matter had to make something more of itself, something more than mounds or seas or wisps of gas. Matter had to become something, had to move to better purpose than weak chemical interactions or nuclear forces.

 

It perceived its own history buried in its skin. It felt the presence of the life upon it, and now it was something that could understand, and something that could take compassion, and something that could act.

 

The Hiator gradually withdrew its field, and the Earth’s blackest, coldest and longest night receded from it in a long sweeping wave. The first sunlight in billions of years reached the surface. 



Earth awoke, and the life upon it awoke as well. The oceans rose and swelled again to the tides, and the dolphins and whales broke the surface again, and the Children of Mecth left streaks of fire in the sky as they flew, and their fire left gleaming ripples in the water.



Sunlight streamed over the land, and the people woke from bitter anguished night to glorious day. The ground thrummed strangely under their feet. Fights were disrupted by shockwaves that rippled through the ground; flying bullets were deflected by rising banks of rock, knives melted in the hands of their wielders.



The Children of Mecth had practiced their maneuvers over and over, and they flew directly to falling aircraft and plummeting humans to guide them safely down. As the figures streaked through the sky, two co-workers watched, one in delighted vindication, one in a severe crisis of non-faith, and neither one justified by the facts.



Around the world, as the light streamed through the trees and the birds sang, people blinked, shook their heads, and laughed. There was a sweetness in the air as if the gates of the heavens had opened, and everything seemed rich as butter, and crisp as a mountain spring. Lovers who had been kissing each other for millenia looked each other in the eye, laughed with joy, and kissed again with a new feeling.



The explanations would wind up taking years. It would take many more years before the people of Earth would be able to help the Arksyz and the Gybyri in earnest, in the grand quest to avoid the eternal gray night at the end of the universe. 



But on that bright day, a voice spoke to all people, in a language they had already known in their bones since birth, a voice that rose from the ground and soared through the air and seemed to sparkle in the new constellations of the sky.



 Now at last, I am able to greet you.



You are not and were never alone.


      

      
   
      Mabel's Journey: The Bayopolis Tale


      

      
      
         I awake from a nap, jostled by the gentle movement of the train. At first, I’m startled and look around in confusion. But then I see the wood paneling, the flickering light and shade through the windows, and the gentle swinging of the overhead lanterns that run over the center aisle.



I sink back into my nice, soft seat and look out the window. I can see we’re still traveling through the hills of eastern Falnumbra. The rolling hills are dotted with pine trees, and though I can feel how cold it is outside when I press my hand against the glass, I can see the beginning buds of new leaves on the other trees. I lean closer, smiling eagerly as I take it all in.



“First time in this part of the country, dear?”



I give a start and whirl around in my bench seat. A middle aged woman across the aisle is smiling at me as she waits for my answer.



I blush, aware of how much like a tourist I must look. I nod and reply with “Mm-hmm.”



She chuckles. “Well, if you’ve never been, I’m sure you’ll love Bayopolis. It truly is a wonder.”



I nod, but I can’t help but look back over my shoulder, not wanting to miss even a moment of the wonders outside my window (at least, now that I’m awake to enjoy them).



“Well, I can see you’re not in a talkative mood,” the woman says as she gets comfortable in her own seat. She’s smiling, though, so I don’t think she’s offended. “Enjoy the scenery, dearie.”



“Th-thank you,” I mutter and turn to look out my window.



But then, all at once, the hills outside vanish and we’re left in complete darkness!



“Oh!” I cry.



“Shh, don’t worry,” the woman’s voice says to me. “We’re just going through a tunnel.”



“Oh… oh, of course.”



I breathe a sigh of relief, feeling silly about being afraid. I’ve only ridden a train a few times before, and this is my first time going through a tunnel. Of course I knew that sometimes trains went through them, but still…



“You’ll be in for a treat once we come out the other side,” the woman says with a chuckle. “Ever see White Coney Bay with your own eyes?”



“No,” I murmur. “But I’ve seen pic--”



All of a sudden, the blackness is whisked away and we’re outside again. For a moment I wince, blinded by the sudden sunlight, but then my eyes adjust, and I see it for the first time.



“Oh,” I breathe, my voice catching in my throat as my jaw drops open.



Before me, stretching out to where the heavens meet the land, is White Coney Bay. The sapphirine water gleams and shines with the light from the midday sun. I have never before seen the ocean, and even though I’ve seen pictures in books and read descriptions of it, I cannot believe that something so massive, so pure, so seemingly infinite could truly exist.



I spy the ships in the distance and wonder about their destination. Are they coming home, or are they going further out to sea? It seems impossible to believe that this incredible expanse of water continues well beyond the horizon, and yet I know it to be so. I imagine the tiny boats out on the ocean and for a moment I feel as though I’ve glimpsed my own place in the vastness of the world. I see how tiny I am in the great expanse of the Allfather’s creation.



I bow my head and shut my eyes, uttering a small prayer of thanks to the Allfather for allowing me to see this wonder.



When I open my eyes again, I look directly down from the window and see that we are following the line of the mountain range that borders the bay. The tracks are built atop a narrow, rocky rim. The bare rock wall steeply drops off into the crashing shoreline below.



I feel my chest tighten, and I back away, momentarily overcome with vertigo.



“It truly is overwhelming the first time you see it, isn’t it, dear?” the woman says, coming to sit next to me. She takes my hand and pats it comfortingly. I must look so fragile sitting here, blood draining from my face and out of breath.



I pat her hand in return before withdrawing my own. “I’m all right,” I say. “Just a little excited.”



“Well, Bayopolis is an exciting place, after all.” She taps me on the shoulder and points out the window. “Speaking of which…”



I follow with my eyes and see where she’s pointing.



There, rising over the horizon on the opposite shore of the bay is Bayopolis. Before I began my journey, I’d never seen a building as tall as the temple back in Miner’s Point. And then, just a few days ago, I saw the Royal Astrologer’s tower in Freeburg when my sister Paulette took me there, of course. I thought then that I had a better sense of the size of what humans were capable of building.



Now, however, I see not merely one building that dwarfs those places, but scores of them!



Again, I feel very tiny all of a sudden, and reflexively scrunch myself inward. I am at once more excited than I’ve ever been and my heart thunders in my chest, but at the same time I begin to shiver, and I begin to question if I am truly prepared for this journey.



The kind woman sits beside me and keeps me calm until the train reaches its next stop.








I step off the train with my luggage: a suitcase with my clothes in my right hand, and a bag with my finished turquoise jewelry, money, and tools in my left.



The platform is bustling with people. It’s like the marketplace back home on its busiest day, and yet I realize that this train station is probably like this every day! Young men and women, the elderly, even whole families are gathered here. Some are dressed in rustic clothes that look like what my family would wear. Others are wearing frilly, fancy clothes like what I saw in my book, Ten Places in Falnumbra You MUST See!



A woman in a billowing green dress walks by me and I gasp when I see her…



The top of her blouse is missing! I can see the cleavage of her bosom!



She gives me a confused look which quickly shifts to annoyance. I realize that I’m staring, so I mutter an apology and quickly move on.



Such immodesty… no one would ever dress like that back home!



I move on, searching to and fro for the exit, but there are so many people I almost feel like I’m going around in circles.



Then I hear a noise right behind me and something slams right into me. I’m so jarred by it that for a moment I don’t realize that I’m not holding my bag in my left hand anymore. I regain my balance and look to see a man running away. He’s holding my bag!



I’ve been robbed!



“Help!” I cry out, and the people nearby all look to me in confusion.



Still stunned, I point after the thief as I simply cry out “My bag!”



I start running after the man, but the people are still looking at me and not trying to stop him. He’s going to get away!



“Thief!” I shout, my mouth finally communicating what my mind was already screaming.



Just the same, the thief is already far ahead of me. He’ll soon reach the exit and escape into the city. All the money I saved for this journey will be gone…



But then, seemingly from nowhere, a towering man rushes in from the side and hooks his arm around the thief’s neck, scooping him up and stopping him in his tracks as he is tossed backwards.



The thief tries to scramble away, but the big man seizes him by an arm and a leg, hoists him over his head, and then slams him to the ground. The thief lies still and the man calls for security.



“Oh, thank you, sir!” I cry as I run up to him. “I don’t know what I would have done… if…”



He turns and suddenly I see that it is not a man. Despite the bulky porter’s uniform, I can see by her features and her figure that she is very clearly a woman.



“Ah, n-no, not ‘sir,’ ma’am,” I stammer. “I, that is, I meant ‘ma’am,’ ma’am!”



The woman looks down at me for a moment. She tilts her head and raises an eyebrow. But then what I’ve said sinks in, and a laugh escapes her. She covers her mouth to stifle her laughter, but she’s barely holding it in.



I blush profusely and hide behind my hair. This woman just saved some of my most precious things, and I insulted her. I’m so mortified that I just want to crawl in a deep hole and never leave. I can’t even look at her.



“It’s fine, I get that a lot,” the woman says. “Sorry, though… that ‘ma’am ma’am’ line was something else!”



I push my hair back and meet her eyes. She’s smiling genuinely, and I begin to relax.



She holds up my bag. “This is yours, right?”



“Oh! Oh, yes!” I say as I take it eagerly. “Thank you, ma’am! Thank you so much!”



The guards are gathering the unconscious thief up and she momentarily turns to watch them take him away. I barely notice it because I can’t help but stare at her.



She is, without a doubt, the biggest woman I have ever seen. I am of average height, but she looks about three decimeters higher; my face only comes up to her chest!



She has stunningly blue eyes as well, and her short blond hair is pulled tightly into a tuft of a ponytail. Her nose is tall, narrow, and straight. Her arms are so thick around that it would take three of mine bound together to equal one of hers. And while at first her uniform hid her figure, now that she is standing straight, I can see that the Allfather generously blessed her with womanly assets.



I am transfixed for a moment longer before she breaks my trance by asking, “Are you all right?”



“Oh! Well, yes, it’s just you’re… you’re so… tall!”



She blushes a little and turns away. “I was actually making sure that the purse snatcher didn’t hurt you.”



I wince again. “No,” I mutter. “I’m all right.”



“You’re new to Bayopolis, aren’t you?” she asked.



I nod.



“Well, watch out for these guys. Hold your valuables close and don’t travel alone at night. Bayopolis isn’t as bad as people say, but crime is still a problem.”



I swallow. “I never thought I would be robbed as soon as I came here,” I say. “M-maybe… maybe I’m not ready to experience this city. I should get back on the train.”



She frowns and puts her hands on her hips. “Don’t give up on our town just yet!” she says. “You just need someone to help you out. Tell you what: my shift here ends in just a few minutes anyway. If you wait on the steps outside the train station, I’ll meet you there and help you get where you need. Would that help?”



I stare at her, my lips parting slightly. “You would do that? Even though I’m a stranger?”



She shrugs. “You know what they say, ‘A stranger’s just a friend you haven’t met!’”



I shake my head. “No.”



She blinks. “No? You mean you don’t want my help?”



“Oh, no, not that,” I say quickly. “I just mean that no, I didn’t know that they say that.” I smile. “I would love to have your help.”



“Great!” she says. Then she holds out one of her massive hands. “My name’s Levana, by the way. Levana Yerbolsky.”



I take her hand and shake it. Her palms are rough, and her grip is firm but not too hard. “I’m Mabel Stone,” I say. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”








I’m outside watching people go by on the street. There are people everywhere passing by on the sidewalks, coming up and down the stairs of the train station, and the street is clogged with horse-drawn carriages or riders. 



I hear a strange puttering sound and I see what looks like a water boiler on wheels trundeling by. It’s only there for a second before it’s already gone by and I’m left staring after it, the sound of it fading into the distance.



“Steamers, they call them.”



I whirl around and see Levana standing there.



“Steam-powered carriages. People say that someday they’ll replace all the horses. I don’t know about that, but it’d be nice to not deal with road apples anymore.”



I giggle a little at that and take in the sight of her. Levana is no longer wearing her navy blue uniform with its brass buttons. Instead, she’s wearing a simple cotton shirt, a brown pair of trousers, and simple leather shoes.



The trousers throw me for a moment. Her uniform had trousers too, of course, but it seems that she prefers to wear them even when she’s not working. Back home, no women wear trousers unless they’re working in the fields, and certainly never in public. Mother says they aren’t ladylike.



And then I remember the mistake I made.



“I wanted to apologize again!” I exclaim. “For thinking you were a man.”



She waves a hand. “Seriously, don’t worry about it,” she says as she comes down the stairs. She beckons for me to follow her. “Like I said, it happens a lot. Because, well, like you said… I’m tall.”



She looks a little despondent for a minute, so I say, “Yes, but I think it suits you.”



She pauses and turns to look at me with a raised eyebrow.



“Well, I…” I look down, feeling a bit bashful. “I always wished I were taller.”



Her eyes widen. “Really?”



I nod. “I confess, I’m a bit envious. And the way you defeated that awful man who stole my bag… if I were big and strong like you, I wouldn’t worry about anything or anyone!”



Levana blushes and looks away. “You’re too kind, Mabel,” she says as we continue down to the sidewalk. “Well, there’s one thing we should worry about: where are you staying?”



I beam with pride. “The Palacia-Astor Hotel!” I tell her.



Her eyes bulge. “I… wow! I didn’t expect that.”



I tilt my head at that. “What do you mean?”



“Well, it’s just… I mean, the way you look…”



I frown. “What’s wrong with the way I look?”



“I mean, the way you’re dressed.”



My frown deepens. I set down my luggage and cross my arms. “I am dressed perfectly respectable, thank you very much!”



I am wearing my best blue dress with a lace collar and black tortoise-shell buttons up the front. I also have my best brown work boots on, but they are very clean.



“I just mean that you don’t look rich,” Levana says.



I blink. “I… I’m not.”



Her nose wrinkles as she looks me over. “How much money do you have?”



I pick up my bag and hold it closer.



“I’m not going to rob you,” she says with a roll of her eyes. “I’m trying to help you save your money. Bayopolis is expensive.”



I swallow. Just because she says I can trust her doesn’t mean that I really can… but I really don’t have anyone to guide me. All I have is my book and secondhand knowledge from others. Levana might be the only help I have.



“I have about 400 bits.”



She rubs her chin. “Are you staying in Bayopolis for long?”



“Um… at least a few days, I thought. Maybe a week.”



She waves her hand. “There’s no way that’ll cover it. Palacia-Astor’s cheapest rooms are probably close to 200 bits per night.”



I nearly choke. “T-two hundred?!”



“You could stay one night, then go back home—”



“B-but… but I’m planning to travel all across Falnumbra!”



“On just 400 bits?!” she exclaims. “You could do it, but you’d really have to slum it. Especially in a place like Bayopolis. I’m sorry Mabel, but Palacia-Astor would be impossible on your budget. Most hotels would be.”



I lower my head. “Oh,” I whisper. I feel a lump in my throat. I feel so stupid for not realizing that all this money I’ve saved is actually a mere pittance. Perhaps the Allfather is punishing me for my hubris in being unsatisfied with the simple life he laid out for me.



“Hey hey,” Levana says, putting her hand on my shoulder. “Don’t look so sad. Tell you what… you want to see the sights of Bayopolis?”



I raise my head and nod. “Mm-hmm.”



“Then I know something awesome you can see for free,” she says with a wink.








All around me are trees. The path weaves in and out over tiny bridges across streams. The branches of the tree before me are totally covered with pink petals that gently drop like snowflakes bit by bit. Elated, I spin around, unsure of what to look at first.



“It’s like a forest!” I cry. “A forest inside a city! Amazing!”



“Easy, easy,” Levana says with a laugh as she takes my arm. “You’re making a scene, Mabel.”



I turn and see others walking on the path. They’re staring at me.



I feel my cheeks burn and quiet down.



“Here, there’s a park bench,” Levana says. “Just sit down and relax for a minute.”



I nod and follow her to the bench. I sit down and take in the sight, breathing in the air. I can almost believe that I am in the woods and not surrounded by Falnumbra’s largest city.



“I know Bayopolis Park is neat,” Levana says. She’s still chuckling to herself. “But still, even if it is the biggest city park in the country, it’s still just a park.”



“Well, I’ve never been to a park before!” I exclaim, still looking around. I can’t stop smiling about it.



She raises an eyebrow.



Then I pause as a thought occurs to me. “Levana, why did you mention my clothes earlier?”



She bites her lip. “Do you promise not to be angry?”



“I… promise to try not to be angry.”



Levana shrugs. “You just look like a farm girl. Your clothes are simple, your boots are practical and sturdy, but not fashionable. You aren’t wearing makeup. Your hair is nice, but it’s unstyled and you let it hang in your face.



“It’s also the way you act. I can see that you’re shy, but you’re also wearing your heart on your sleeve, but a Bayopolis woman knows to be guarded. You’re polite, but plainspoken. Everything about you tells me that you grew up in a small town with a traditional culture and you’ve probably never been away from that environment until now. And there’s no such thing as a rich farm girl.”



I lower my head. “You’re right,” I say. “Everything you said is true. I really am a farm girl. It must be obvious. I’m so plain looking.”



“Yes, you are.”



I turn away from her. “I’m sorry.”



She puts her hand on my shoulder, so I turn to face her again. “I was just agreeing with you,” she says. “You are plain looking, but I like that. I’m not exactly a fashionista either. So don’t apologize.”



That makes me feel a little better, so I smile. “W-well, in that case… I’m not sorry!”



Levana laughs. “Much better! The only thing that I can’t figure out now is why you wanted to go to the Palacia-Astor Hotel in the first place.”



I open my bag and take out Ten Places in Falnumbra You MUST See and open to the chapter on Bayopolis.



“Ah, I see,” Levana says as she takes the book from me and examines it. “These pictures really do make Bayopolis look fantastic. I never knew what the Palacia-Astor looked like inside until now. Too bad the author didn’t say how much it cost.”



I sigh. “This is the book that made me realize how much I wanted to travel. I saw in the marketplace in my village. It made me think about how sad it was to be eighteen years old and in all that time to have never been further than a few dozen kilometers from home. It made me want to go and see the world, just like my sisters.”



“You have sisters?” Levana asks.



I nod. “Three. My twin sister Paulette is a baker’s apprentice. She lives in Freeburg. She introduced me to the Royal Astrologer just a few days ago. Freeburg was the first place I went. Besides Paulette, there’s my eldest sister Mildred, who studies geology, and Gertrude, who works with Mother and Father back on our farm.”



I dig through my things and find a picture of our family. I pass it to Levana, who smiles as she takes it.



“You have a lovely family,” she says.



“Yes,” I reply and raise my chin. “I certainly do.”



“I don’t have any brothers or sisters,” she says. “My father died when I was very little. Now it’s just Mama and me.”



I frown. “I am sorry to hear about your father.”



She shrugs. “I know it sounds a little bad, but I was so young that I don’t remember him, so I can’t really be sad.”



I take her hand, clasping it with both of mine. “I know that he is with the Allfather now, and he surely must be watching over you from Heaven.”



She smiles. “I’m glad someone is,” she says. “By the way, that name you just said… ‘Allfather?’ What does that mean?”



I swallow. Paulette warned me that most people in Falnumbra don’t know of the Allfather, but I am still not used to it.



“You know of the Sacred Twelve Deities?” I ask.



She nods.



“Well, I… er, we, the Bearers of the Revelation, believe that the Allfather is the deity who gave birth to them all. He rules over and arbitrates for them. He is the one who maintains our world among their squabbling.”



I wonder if she will be intrigued or doubtful, but instead Levana just nods and says “I see.”



I decide not to elaborate. There will be other time to tell her about the Prophet and educate her about the Book of Testament later, if she cares to listen.



“Well, I can help you to see some of those sights around the city,” Levana tells me. “Actually, I wouldn’t mind going with you, if you don’t mind the company. My work schedule is light for the next few days. I’m just working nights.”



I freeze. ‘Working nights?’ As a woman? That can only mean one thing!



She frowns. “I’m not a hooker, Mabel,” she grumbles, apparently reading my expression.



I breathe a sigh of relief. I didn’t know what I would do if I learned that my new friend was a harlot!



“Anyway, the only question is where you should stay,” she says. “You need to save money for your trip, but some of the cheapest places around Bayopolis aren’t very nice. Or safe. Especially not for a farm girl by herself.”



“I… I can take care of myself!” I tell her.



She crosses her arms and looks down at me.



I sigh with resignation. “You’re right,” I say. “What do you propose?”



Levana looks away momentarily. All of a sudden she seems uncomfortable. “Since you have nowhere else to go… and since I might be showing you around Bayopolis… you could - if you wanted to, I mean - stay with me?”



“With you?”



“My apartment, I mean,” she asks, speaking quickly. “Mama is there too. It’s not much, it’s not fancy at all, but it’s right in the middle of city, and it’s safe and, best of all, it would be free.”



I gasp. I cannot believe that Levana would be so generous as to let me into her home after only knowing me a short time!



“Oh, Levana, surely I can pay you a small amount or—”



“No, no, I won’t consider it,” she says, waving it off. She stands up and hoists my heavy suitcase up onto her shoulder with ease. “Knowing I helped you out on your journey will be all the reward I need.”



My heart swells. When I first left, Mother and Father warned me to beware of strangers and to be guarded with my trust for not all people would share our values of kindness and hospitality. And yet here Levana is, standing before me and welcoming me into her home!



I stand and bow to her. “I… I humbly accept!”



I’m still shaking, so giddy and overwhelmed with gratitude that I leap forward, throwing my arms around her and shout “Oh, Levana, thank you! Thank you so much!”



She blushes. “Ah! Mabel, come on, I’ll drop your suitcase!”



“Oh! Oh, yes, of course!” I say as I release her. “Forgive me, I’m just… I’m just so happy that I met you.”



“Me too,” she says warmly. “Now get your bag and follow me. Home is just a few blocks away.”








Levana’s apartment building is a narrow brick edifice among many others just like it. It’s still eight storeys tall, which I realize means it’s almost as tall as the Royal Astrologer’s Tower. She leads me in and up the stairs. I can hear people in the other floors as we go up. A man and a woman are arguing. Some children are laughing as they play in the hall. And I almost laugh too when I hear a man badly singing along with an opera record.



“Mr. Pacciani sure loves that record,” Levana sighs, but then she looks back and gives me a wink. Apparently his bad singing is a common occurrence, and I snicker even more when I think about it.



“Lucky number seven,” Levana says as she turns into the hall on the seventh floor. She sniffs the air as she comes to the door of her apartment. “Are you hungry, Mabel?”



My tummy rumbles, and I blush. “Mm-hmm,” I reply.



“Good, because it smells like dinner is almost finished.”



She leads me inside and calls out, “Mama, I’m home!”



“You are late, Levana,” a woman’s voice replies. “I was starting to worry. Ah, you bring back something nice to eat with dinner?” 



I enter, peeking around Levana. Her apartment is small. The kitchen and dining room are the same room. The living room is adjacent and it contains some worn furniture and a small table on a rug. A dog-eared book is lying on the armrest of one of the chairs. There’s a window in the living room as well, but the curtains are hanging over it, blocking out the view.



There’s a woman in the kitchen whom I assume is Levana’s mother. She’s much shorter, stocky, and she’s wearing a blue dress with an apron. She’s stirring something in a large pot on the stove.



“Maybe you bring us some fruit or cake?” Levana’s mother goes on as she turns in our direction. “Or maybe you get nice, juicy…”



She trails off when she sees me.



“...girl.”



Levana clears her throat and leads me by the hand into the kitchen. “Mama, this is Mabel Stone. She’s never been to Bayopolis before and doesn’t have much money, so I invited her to stay here.”



Levana’s mother raises an eyebrow. Despite her size and build, I can see the resemblance in an instant. She has blond hair and blue eyes like her daughter, and her nose is similarly tall, narrow, and straight.



“It’s nice to meet you, ma’am,” I say, stepping forward.



“Hmph,” she grunts. “And I suppose she is wanting dinner too, eh?”



“If… if that’s not too much trouble,” Levana replies.



Levana’s mother pushes her lips in and out as she gives me a long look.



“I don’t mean to be any trouble,” I say. “If there’s something I can do repay you—”



“Mabel, no, I said—”



“Ah ah, you shush,” Levana’s mother says, cutting her off. To me she says, “Go on.”



“I just mean that I don’t want to put you out. I don’t want to stay if it would be an imposition, ma’am!”



She looks to Levana, then back to me. She shrugs. “Eh, okay. You can stay.”



Levana and I both breathe a sigh of relief.



“But you must pay the price,” she says as she goes back to the pot on the stove. “Both of you!”



We both stiffen at that.



“You, little Mabel, will help me with dishes after dinner is done,” she says.



I smile. “Of course! I’ll be glad to!”



She offers me her hand. “Good. I am Nina Yerbolsky. Is nice to meet you.”



I shake her hand and bow graciously. “It’s nice to meet you too, ma’am.”



She nods. “And you, Levana,” she says, turning to her daughter, “your price is that you will sit there while I tell your new friend embarrassing stories about you as child during dinner.”



“Oh, Mama…!” Levana moans plaintively.



“Mama’s house, Mama’s rules,” she chuckles. “Okay, dinner is ready. I hope you like borscht.”



I blink. “What’s borscht?”



She grins. “I guess we find out together.”



We sit down at the small table and Mrs. Yerbolsky ladles out bowls for each of us. I stare down at the dark red soup placed before me. It has chunks of vegetables floating in it, but I’m not certain what they are.



I take a spoonful and put it in my mouth.



My eyes go wide.



Mrs. Yerbolsky looks smug.



Then, in my hunger, I start gulping down spoonful after spoonful, eagerly devouring the soup. It’s slightly sour, but the flavors are complex and amazing!



“You… you like it?” Mrs. Yerbolsky asks.



I pause just long enough to respond. “Mm-hmm!” I murmur, covering my mouth. “It’s delicious!”



Mrs. Yerbolsky smiles. She turns to Levana and says, “I like this one, Levana. I have not seen anyone not from old country eat my borscht like this in ages!”



“I can’t believe that!” I say, taking another bite. “This is wonderful!”



“Well, you are very sweet,” she says. “But don’t eat so fast or you get tummy ache. For now, though… would you like to hear about Levana’s first school play?”



“Mm-hmm,” I reply.



“No!” Levana protests.



“This is payback for bringing guest unannounced, dushka,” she says, pointing a finger at her. Turning to me, she says, “So, there was big play all about some princess and two tough hotshot guys fighting over her. One day little ten-year-old Levana comes home yelling and shouting with joy because teacher picks her to play lead role. Only she was not princess… because she was taller than all boys in class, she was one of tough hotshot guys!”



“Mamaaa,” Levana groans, her face turning almost as red as the borscht.



“What? You looked so cute holding the tiny princess in your arms!”



I burst out laughing as Levana buries her face in her hands.








After dinner, I dutifully help Mrs. Yerbolsky clean the dishes as promised. Then we sit in the living room talking. Mrs. Yerbolsky is apparently very keen on embarrassing her daughter because she brings out a photo album showing me picture after picture of Levana as a child.



Levana finally persuades her to put the pictures away and we play a card game. It’s called Khuynya, and the goal is to play your cards face down in a particular order. However, Levana tells me, you are allowed to lie. If someone thinks you are lying and challenges you, they shout “Khuynya!” and you have to show them the card. If you lied, you take all the cards. If not, they do.



I am absolutely horrible at the game. Mrs. Yerbolsky beats both of us handily, though Levana did much better than I.



It’s a fun evening. It reminds me of home, and for a moment I feel a twinge of homesickness. I put it out of mind, though, and enjoy my time with my new friends.



However, at around 7:30 Levana sighs and stands up.



“Mabel, I’m sorry, but I have to go to my night job now,” she says.



“Oh? That’s too bad… I was having so much fun!”



She smiles. “I’m glad, but I really can’t cancel. My manager would be furious if I did.”



“Well, m-maybe I could come and help you,” I say.



Levana looks away. Her mother starts to chuckle.



“It’s not really something you can help with,” she says, blushing a little.



I sigh. “I understand.”



“Do not worry, Mabel,” Mrs. Yerbolsky says. She pats me on the shoulder. “Tell you what… we will listen to some nice music and talk. If you want, you can help me with knitting, or else you can do as you please. Doesn’t that sound nice?”



I smile and give her a nod. “Mm-hmm.”








Instead of helping with the knitting, I decide to take out some of the raw turquoise I have in my bag and continue sanding and polishing it. Since money is apparently an issue in Bayopolis, I decide that maybe I should try to sell some of my homemade jewelry. After all, Mr. Masterson, the man who buys my jewelry back in Miner’s Point, always said he would try to find a seller in Bayopolis. Even though he says it’s difficult to find people who are interested, he always gives me at least 25 bits. Once he gave me 40!



“Those are pretty stones,” Mrs. Yerbolsky says as she continues to knit.



“I find them in the caves running under my family’s land,” I tell her.



“You selling them?”



“I might. Levana told me that it might be difficult to continue traveling without money.”



Mrs. Yerbolsky nods. “There are many risks that come along with travel. I knew that when I left Pochnyr, the old country.”



She sighs and looks at a yellowing, grainy picture on the table by the sofa. I look too and see a small family: a mother, a father, and a little girl. They’re all standing by a dock with several suitcases.



“Is that you, holding Levana?” I ask gently.



She nods. “Pochnyr was in middle of famine. Worst seen in a century. My husband, Piotr, he decides we all come to Falnumbra. We get on tiny boat. Is dark, wet, and cramped. Smells horrible. Some get sick. Some don’t make it. But our little family survives. When we get off boat, we sign papers, we see doctor, and we walk out into city. Newspaper man takes picture. We see it and take clipping. Is one you see there.”



I nod, smiling.



“But we were poor and desperate. Lived in place half as big as this with two other families. One day my dear Piotr gets sick… and then is only me and Levana left.”



I put down my work and sit down next to her. I hold her hands just as I held Levana’s.



“I’m sorry,” I whisper.



She smiles. “You kind girl. No big surprise; Levana is good at judging people.



“Well, to make long story shorter, I take up working, sometimes 14 hours a day, but I finally get us out of that place. I send Levana to school, I come home tired each night, but still I find time to make her dinner and read her stories. Now that she is grown woman and I am old, foot is on other shoe. She works hard to help me. Still, is easier than I had it. And what more can mother wish for daughter?”



I take a deep breath, swallowing hard.



“Mabel? Is something wrong?”



I shake my head. “I was just thinking of my own mother,” I reply.



“Heh,” she chuckles. “Like I say, you kind girl. But no more sad talk. You go back to work while I put on more music. You like music so far?”



“Mm-hmm,” I reply.



“Then I play more. Too much of good thing is not enough, if you ask me! Ha!”



I go back to polishing the stone, but I find that I still have lingering questions.



“Mrs. Yerbolsky?” I ask.



She pauses from placing a new record on the phonograph and looks over at me.



“What… what exactly does Levana do at her night job?”



She narrows her eyes. “She did not tell you her business,” she says. “That means is none of your business.”



I nod hurriedly. “Of course. I’m sorry.”



Mrs. Yerbolsky puts the record on and sits back down. “If you are worried about whether job is legal, then don’t worry. It is. Is good, honest work.”



I breathe out, feeling my tension drain away. “Oh, good,” I say. “I can feel better knowing she’s not hurting anyone.”



“Heh,” she chuckles. “I don’t know about that,” she mutters.



“W-what do you mean?”



“I mean what I say earlier, nosey girl,” she says with a glare. “Is not your business! Besides, I had to do my own share of nasty business back in the day to support her. Heavens forbid I let her do the same.”



I gulp. “What… what kind of business was it?”



There’s a quick motion and something flies right over my head, feeling like it parts the hair down my scalp. I yelp and whirl around.



Her knitting needle is embedded into the door.



She goes to retrieve it and twirls it between her fingers. “The kind of business you don’t ask questions about,” she replies in a low voice. “Feel like changing subjects now?”



I swallow. “Mm-hmm,” I manage to squeak.



“Khorosho!” she says, a warm smile on her face as she sits back down. “So, tell me about yourself. What is your life like back home?”



We talk for a while longer. It gets late until I find myself yawning, barely able to focus on my work. Still, I’ve made a lot of progress. The turquoise is starting to shine like glass.



“Is probably time for bed,” Mrs. Yerbolsky says. She stands and stretches. “For us both. Now, Levana told me before she left that she wants you to sleep in her bed.”



“Oh, no, I couldn’t—”



“I agree,” she says. “Levana is good host, but she will be tired when she comes home. And she will not sleep well if not in her own bed. Everywhere else is too small for her.”



I resist the urge to nod. I try to be polite and say, “Oh, really?”



She looks at me like I’m an imbecile. “You joking? She’s size of godsdamned house!”



I wince and start wringing my hands. “S-sorry, I was only trying to be polite. I didn’t mean to say something foolish.”



Her expression softens. “Oh, is all right. At least you are polite about it.”



She leads me into Levana’s bedroom. The massive bed in the center of the room is so long that I would look like a toddler in a normal sized bed were I to sleep in it. She gets out some bedding and puts it on the floor next to the bed.



“When Levana was little girl, there were no problems,” Mrs. Yerbolsky says. “Nothing out of unusual. But she was not ‘little’ girl for long. That story about school play was no joke. But that was start of troubles. She just got bigger and bigger. I struggle to find clothes just to fit her. Month later, they too small again. She biggest child in class.”



“It sounds nice,” I mutter. “I told Levana that I was a bit envious of her. She actually seemed surprised.”



“Of course,” Mrs. Yerbolsky says. “It seems like at least once a week she comes home crying her eyes out because other kids tease and bully her. They ask her where her papa is at, then ask if he is an ogre living up in hills. They draw pictures of her with horns and clubs and tell smaller children that she will eat them. They start asking if she is so tall because she is really boy, and girls even grab her by pants, asking where her [i]xuj[/] is!”



“Her… what?”



She raises an eyebrow. “Take guess.”



I realize what she means and cover my mouth. “That’s… that’s so vulgar!”



“Tch. Kids,” she grunts as she shakes her head. “At least that stops when she starts becoming woman. But I wish the Twelve hadn’t blessed her so much! After that, the boys start in with the jokes! You are sensitive girl, so I won’t repeat the nasty things they say to her.”



I bow my head. “I didn’t think about that,” I say.



“It broke my heart to see her like that. She is big and strong, but she never fought back. She just cry and cry. I tell her to fight back just once, but she does not want to. 



“Until one day ringleader of bully girls push her too far. Levana threw her across classroom with one arm. Nobody bully her anymore… but she still alone because everyone afraid of her. Many still are. But she still keeps her kind heart. Not that I have to tell you that.”



I smile. “I couldn’t have asked for a better friend here in Bayopolis.”



Mrs. Yerbolsky smiles back. She finishes laying out the bedding and turns to leave, but then she stops and lingers by the door.



“Is everything all right, ma’am?” I ask.



She drums her fingers on the doorframe. Then she turns back and leans in close to me.



“Maybe I shouldn’t say this,” she says. “But I worry that you may be caught off guard if Levana… well, maybe she doesn’t.”



I furrow my brow. “Doesn’t… what?”



She takes a deep breath. “Listen carefully, Mabel. In the old country, we had a term for people like her. We call them ‘two-spirits.’ Levana looks like woman, but she doesn’t always act like one. She is no tiny, dainty thing as you know.



“She looks like woman. She is woman. But she has spirit of man inside. I love her with all my heart, so I don’t care that she is woman and man at once. You, on the other hand… may not be ready for that.”



I stare back at her. I don’t understand what she’s saying. I feel like I’m learning some sort of forbidden secret, but I don’t know what to do with it.



“That is all I can say,” she says. “If I say more and I am wrong, Levana will be upset. And if I am wrong, then just forget all of this. Is just older woman talking more khuynya, eh?”



She chuckles as she leaves. I try to figure out what she meant, but a tremendous yawn escapes me, and I realize that I can barely stand. I get changed into my nightclothes and settle into the bedding on the floor.



I’m asleep before I know it.








I’m awakened by a creaking sound. I open my eyes and turn my head. It’s dark, so I squint, trying to see as best I can. I hear a grunt and someone drawing breath sharply through their teeth.



Levana is standing at the door to the bedroom.



“Levana?” I whisper.



She looks down, noticing me. “Mabel?” she asks. I notice that she’s rubbing her arm tenderly. “Why are you down there? I told Mama… oh. Of course.”



“I’m really okay, Levana,” I say. “It’s fine.”



“No, it’s not,” she says, and walks over to me.



Before I can even protest, she scoops her arms under me and lifts me up. I give a cry of surprise as she drops me onto the mountainous bed in the center of the room.



“Your mother said—”



“Mama’s house, Mama’s rules,” she says, pulling up the covers to tuck me in. “But it’s still my bed. And I wouldn’t dare sleep in a bed while my guest sleeps on the hard floor.”



“It’s fine, please, Levana!” I protest, pushing the covers off. “You’ve been working late, you must be tired!”



Levana folds her arms. “If you want to sleep on the floor, go right ahead. But I’ll still sleep on the floor even if you do. So, unless you want this bed to go to waste.”



I frown. She’s stubborn. I try to think of a good argument… but this bed really is comfortable.



“All right,” I say as I lie back down. “But just for tonight. Tomorrow, we’ll talk about this again.”



Levana shrugs. “Fine.” 



I catch her smiling in the dim moonlight seeping through the window. Whether it’s out of smugness or amusement at something, I can’t tell. Either way, I snuggle in while Levana takes my place in the bedding on the floor.



“Good night, Mabel,” she whispers.



I pull the covers up to my chin. “Good night, Levana.”








It’s nearly nine o’clock the next morning when Levana finally gets up. I am already awake and have eaten breakfast, and now I’m back to polishing the turquoise stone from last night. Mrs. Yerbolsky told me that I could have slept in as well, but I’m too used to getting up at dawn from back at the farm. Even though I know Gertrude is far away now, I still worry that she will come and yank me out of bed if I don’t get up quickly.



When Levana walks out, she’s unsteady on her feet and rubbing her eyes.



“Good morning, Levana!” I tell her.



She only murmurs back in response.



“Mabel told me you refused your bed,” Mrs. Yerbolsky says. “So if you have aches and pains today, do not cry to your Mama.”



“Noted,” Levana mutters. “May I please have some coffee, though?”



“Fine. You make own breakfast, though.”



She nods and finds the butter, frying pan, and eggs. While she’s doing so, she looks over at me.



“Mabel, what is that?”



I look down at my work. “Turquoise,” I reply.



“What are you doing with it?”



“Polishing it.”



“No, I mean, how did you get it?”



“From the caves on my family’s land,” I reply with a proud smile. “Isn’t it beautiful?”



“Yes, but what will you do with it?”



I shrug. “I don’t know yet. A brooch or a necklace, probably. It’s a little too big for a bracelet.”



Her eyes widen. “You make jewelry?”



“Mm-hmm,” I reply. “I thought I might sell some, since you said I would probably need more money.”



Levana swallows. “Can I see what you’ve got to sell?”



I nod, though I feel a bit uneasy. Levana is acting very strangely. I get my bag and show her what I have to sell.



She gets very quiet. “Mabel, do you sell these often?”



“Now and then,” I say. “Do you like them?”



“Yes, I do, but that’s not the point.” She looks me square in the eye. “I think I’ve seen this type of jewelry before.”








The bell over the door rings as we step into the shop. I gasp with disbelief when I see all the amazing jewels and necklaces in glass display cases. Men and women in fine clothes are already browsing. A young couple are looking at rings.



A woman in a pure white blouse and a beautiful gold necklace comes up to us. She seems hesitant and looks from me to Levana and back again but then says “Welcome to Maldaner’s Jewelry, ladies. May I help you?”



I shrink from her. I feel underdressed and plain among all this splendor and fashionable people. 



But Levana stands firm. “Do you have any turquoise jewelry?” she asks.



The saleswoman nods. “Right this way,” she says, and leads us to a case in a corner of the room.



I gasp when I see what’s inside. “Th-those are mine!” I exclaim.



A few of the other customers look in our direction, so I cover my mouth and stick close to Levana.



“Madam,” the saleswoman says darkly, narrowing her eyes at me. “We do not peddle hot property around here. This is part of our ‘Native Craftsman’ collection, sourced from a reputable dealer in goods from across Falnumbra.”



Levana smiles. “We’re not accusing you of anything. My friend’s just a little confused. That’s all.”



The saleswoman relaxes. “Well, if you say so. Now then, are you interested in these pieces?”



“Very! But, actually, is Mr. Maldaner here?” she asks. “Please tell him it’s important.”



She raises an eyebrow. “I’ll see. But he is very busy—”



Levana holds out the polished turquoise I was working on earlier. “Show him this.”



She freezes. “Yes ma’am,” she whispers as she takes it. “He’ll see you immediately.”



A few moments later, a man with glasses, neat gray hair, and a very nice three piece suit walks over to us. He bows slightly to us both.



“Good day, ladies,” he says. He holds out the turquoise, giving it back to us. “I’m Eugene Maldaner.” 



“Levana Yerbolsky,” Levana says.



“M-Mabel Stone,” I reply.



He takes each of our hands and kisses them in turn. I can’t help but feel a little enchanted at the treatment, so I blush. Levana elbows me with a smirk.



“This is a very nice unset stone,” Mr. Maldaner says. “I take it that you’re here on business?”



Levana nods. “Yes, that’s right.”



Feeling I ought to say something, I nod as well. “Mm-hmm.”



He smiles and says “Follow me into my office, please.”








Mr. Maldaner looks down at the bracelets, necklaces, brooches, and rings I’ve brought with me, as well as the uncut, unpolished stones I’ve set on his desk. He takes out a magnifying eyepiece and examines it closely.



“So you’re telling me that Mr. Masterson, one of my suppliers, has been getting the turquoise jewelry pieces from you for over a year?” he asks.



I nod. “Mm-hmm.”



He whistles. “I must say, these are excellent pieces. Maybe not perfect, but they have an artisan quality that our customers appreciate. It’s very en vogue these days.”



I smile. My cheeks are burning, but it feels nice to have my work appreciated by such an expert.



Levana clears her throat. “Mabel, tell Mr. Maldaner how much you’ve been paid for a bracelet like this,” she says, pointing to one of them.



“Oh, Mr. Masterson paid me 40 bits for one just like it!” I exclaim.



Mr. Maldander winces.



“How much did he ask you for it, sir?” Levana asks him.



“Three hundred and fifty.”



I nearly choke. “Th-three…”



“And what do you charge for it?” Levana asks.



“Six hundred,” Maldaner says. “Five hundred if we’re having a special sale.”



I feel faint. I put my hand over my mouth. My eyes are welling up.



“Young lady, are you all right?” Mr. Maldaner asks.



I’m not. I feel so stupid! All this time, Mr. Masterson told me that he was having trouble selling my work and that few people would appreciate it, but he was selling it to Mr. Maldaner and making a fortune from all my hard work!



I shut my eyes and try not to cry. I’m utterly humiliated, and again I feel like the stupid, bumpkin farm girl I should have known I was.



But then Levana puts her arm around my shoulder and whispers “Easy now,” and I somehow feel myself calming down.



Mr. Maldaner isn’t looking at me with scorn. There’s softness and kindness in his face.



“Miss Stone, I want to apologize for the way you’ve been treated. I had Mr. Masterson’s assurance that these were sourced ethically and the original craftsmen were compensated fairly. It seems he was less than honest with me. Not least of all since there were no craftsmen but just a single craftswoman. Still, since you’re here, perhaps we can make an arrangement.”



“An… arrangement?” I ask.



“Why not cut out the middleman and make a deal that benefits us both? I’ll buy your jewelry directly from you now and from now on for slightly less than what I paid Masterson. You get a fair price for your work, and I’ll save money as well. It’s win-win.”



I’m in shock and about to agree on the spot, but Levana speaks up first: “Why less than Masterson? Why not the same?”



“Masterson charges a finder’s fee. If I’m buying wholesale from Miss Stone, I expect a better price. Doesn’t that seem fair?”



Again I’m about to accept when Levana interjects, saying “One more thing… why ‘Native Collection?’ You make it sound like the jewelry is made by tribesmen or something.”



“Marketing,” he says with a shrug.



“Isn’t that dishonest?”



“I don’t know about that. Miss Stone, are you a native of Falnumbra?”



I nod. “Mm-hmm.”



“Well, sounds like ‘Native Collection’ is accurate enough to me!”



Levana chuckles.



I look up to her, seeing if she has any more objections.



“It sounds like a good deal to me, Mabel,” she says.



“Then… all right,” I say, holding out my hand. “It’s a deal.”



“Splendid!” he says. “I’ll write up an offer for each piece based on past history and, just to compensate you for your treatment, I’ll offer an extra five hundred as a bonus.”



I feel dizzy. I barely hear him as he carries on, calculating prices and writing them down. I’ve just about recovered when he holds up the grand total to me.



“Will this be satisfactory?” he asks.



Levana has to catch me this time.








I’m still in shock once we get outside. Levana can’t keep the grin from her face.



“Congratulations, Mabel!” she exclaims as she slaps me on the back.



The force of her doing that snaps me back to reality. And yet again the number seems so unreal: over ten thousand bits!



I turn to Levana and can’t help but shout for joy.



“Oh, Levana!” I yell. “Thank you! This is a dream come true! Now I can travel all across Falnumbra and do everything I’ve ever wanted! And I’ll still have money leftover to help my family!”



I hug her tightly. I can’t stop laughing as my eyes feel with tears.



“Ahh, easy now,” Levana says, blushing as she pats me on the back. “You earned that money. All I did was help you get what you deserved. But, if it makes you feel better… you’re welcome.”



I let her go, but I’m still so giddy that I don’t know what to do with myself.



“So, what are you going to do first?” she asks.



I pause. I hadn’t even thought of that. But then I smile. “I know exactly what to do.”








I walk across the elegant marble tiles of the floor of the spacious room. Multi-tiered fountains are on either side of me. The polished wood of the front desk seems to gleam as I approach it, Levana right behind me. The man at the desk is wearing immaculately white gloves and he greets me with a perfect smile.



“Welcome to the Palacia-Astor Hotel, ladies,” he says. “What can I do for you?”



I grin from ear to ear.








The room smells of vanilla. When I enter, my boots sink into the thick carpet, so I kick them off and feel it between my toes. There’s a bed as mountainous as Levana’s piled with pillows like clouds beneath a canopy. There’s a personal jukebox that will play any song I choose. I investigate the bathroom and see that the bathtub is so big that it could fit me and all my sisters side by side if we’d wanted to (in contrast to the wooden washtub I used back on the farm).



Last of all, there’s the window of my room. I go to it and throw open the curtains. Before me, the entire skyline of Bayopolis spreads out almost to the horizon, but I can see White Coney Bay in the distance.



“Oh, Levana, it’s so beautiful,” I say. I turn and see her lying out on the bed.



“I could certainly get used to this,” she moans.



I grin and playfully leap onto the bed, bouncing her up before she lands back onto it, bouncing me in turn. Soon we’re both jumping on it like a pair of children, giggling like idiots before we both collapse onto it.



She grabs my hand and looks over at me breathlessly. “So… what should we do next?”



I grin. I run to my bag and pull out Ten Places in Falnumbra You MUST See!



“Everything!” I shout.








We spend the whole day doing as many things in the book as we can.



We go to a nice restaurant to try their famous oysters. (We both agree that they’re too slimy, so we get fried fish instead.)



We go to the art museum and see the greatest works from artists all across Falnumbra throughout history. I buy postcards for each member of my family.



We ride in an open carriage through Bayopolis Park and down to White Coney Bay. We agree to get swimsuits and come back later (even though later I realize that the weather is probably too cold this time of year to go swimming). 



We stop by White Coney Boardwalk and play the numerous carnival games. A man there draws caricatures of us both and we tease each other about how funny they look.



We go to a fancy store and try on beautiful dresses. Levana tries to refuse when I want to buy her the one that she likes, but in the end she relents because I want us to have something nice to wear before we go to dinner.



We go to a beautiful restaurant where we order a three course meal. A small band plays music as we dine.



I feel like the queen herself, and it’s all the better because Levana is with me, and I can finally repay her kindness from the day before.








We get back to the hotel, and I play a song on the jukebox. Levana wants to change out of her dress, but I just want to dance.



For some reason, though, Levana seems preoccupied. She sits quietly next to the bed while I twirl around. When I notice her, I go to her and ask what’s wrong.



“Oh, nothing, really,” she says. “I just have to work again tonight.”



I frown. “Oh. That’s too bad. But we can spend more time together tomorrow!”



She nods. “I’d… really like that,” she says quietly.



I take her hand. “Levana, are you all right? Something really seems to be bothering you.”



Her eyes shift to the left and right and she starts to sweat. “Mabel, I… do you want to know what I do at my night job?”



I pause, startled by her question. But then I nod. “Mm-hmm,” I say.



She takes a deep breath and takes something out of her pocket. It’s a small piece of paper which she then gives to me.



I read it carefully. It’s a ticket of some kind. It’s for something called “Woman’s Rumble.”



“There’s a show tonight,” she says, not meeting my eyes and she fidgets with her hands. “I… Mabel, I want to be open with you. I want you to know the kind of person I am. Will you attend?”



I look down at the ticket again. “You have some sort of performance?”



She pauses, then nods. “Mm-hmm,” she says.



We both giggle at the way imitates me.



“All right,” I say.



“Great!” she says, standing straight up. She grabs her things and begins moving toward the door. “The show’s at nine o’clock at Big Bay Arena! Don’t be late! I got you a front row seat! Bye!”



She’s gone before I have time to ask any more questions. 








The arena is near the bay, but it’s smaller than the big sports coliseum I saw in town earlier. It’s already busy and there are crowds of people waiting in line to get in. I’m wearing my new dress, but I notice that while some of the people look like they’re dressed for the theater, others look surprisingly casual.



I show my ticket to man at the ticket booth and he nods. “First row, section B,” he says.



I go inside and up the stairs. There’s a tremendous sound of an enormous crowd, and I feel a little overwhelmed, but I push forward for Levana’s sake.



The circular arena is nearly full. I descend the steps past the throngs of people and see a strange, raised circular mound with a flat top in the center of the arena. Most plays I’ve seen have everyone facing the stage at one end of the theater, but this is something else entirely. How avant garde!



I take my seat. There’s a barrier wall in front of the seats. Now that I’m close, I see that the mound is tightly-packed earth. The area around it is covered with sand.



What sort of show is this, I wonder.



The lights go down save for the bright lights over the center of the stage. But instead of the crowd falling silent, everyone begins screaming and shouting!



I cover my ears, but then I see a man in a striped shirt run from the performer’s entrance and raise a fist in the air. With a microphone in one hand, he addresses the crowd.



“Ladies and gentlemen!” he bellows, his voice echoing across the arena. “Are you ready for the most exciting match this side of Bayopolis?!”



The crowd shouts back enthusiastically in response. But all I can think of is, Match?



The man in the striped shirt continues: “Then let’s bring out our first two contestants! I know they’re fan favorites, but they’ve had a bitter rivalry since they first joined the Rumble Federation!



“First, welcome our lovely lady from the east! She floats like a jellyfish and stings like one too, she moves like a gentle breeze but roars with the might of a dragon, and she can’t wait to show you all the might of her ancestral line… give it up for the Deadly Butterfly!”



The crowd roars again and suddenly I see a woman rush out and leap onto the mound. She raises her fists in the air and bellows.



I gasp. She’s wearing nothing but a short blue top and tight shorts! Her legs and feet are bare! Her belly is showing! And her hair is so short, she practically looks like a boy!



“Wh...what?” I whisper.



“And now, ladies and gentlemen,” the striped shirt man says, “we have her rival. Weighing in at 115 kilos and standing at 198 centimeters, this titanic troublemaker has tossed, tumbled, and trounced nearly every competitor in her path! Deadly Butterfly has already felt her earth-shaking, bone crushing fury before, and now she’s about to face it again. Ladies and gentlemen, put your hands together for that tower of power, Amazonia!”



I turn in the direction that the man is pointing and my heart nearly stops.



The tall woman running out from the opposite side of the arena is similarly dressed in tight, form-fitting clothing, only hers is red. She does a flip onto the stage and stomps the ground, sending up a cloud of dust. She stands tall and points a finger at Deadly Butterfly.



“I’ll kick your ass!” she shouts.



I feel faint. This loud, shameless woman in clothing that leaves almost nothing to the imagination… this brash, brutish warrior… it’s Levana!



The two of them come together and stand nearly chest-to-chest.



“Anything to say to your opponents, ladies?” the man - the referee - asks.



“I’ll avenge my humiliation in the name of my ancestors tonight!” Deadly Butterfly shouts, getting a cheer from the crowd.



Levana puts her hands on her hips. “You’ll try,” she says, her voice dark and unnaturally low. “And you’ll fail. Nothing can stand against me!”



The crowd makes a sound like “Ooooh” and many in the crowd laugh.



I feel a tightness in my belly, and I think about just standing up and leaving… but I’m so shocked that I simply sit there and take in the whole spectacle.



“In that case,” the referee says, “wrestlers, to the ready!”



They both take up a stance, legs spread slightly apart and arms raised.



“Fight!”



The display is brutish and everything about how I was raised tells me that it is wrong. But when I see Levana in action, her muscles straining as she grapples Butterfly, part of me can’t help but be excited.



Levana shoves her away and Butterfly aims a kick at her, but Levana grabs her leg and yanks her off her feet. She tries to pin her but Butterfly rolls away and leaps onto her back. I shout in surprise and fear, but Levana easily stands and manages to pry her off her back before shoving her away again. Butterfly charges at her with a guttural yell, but then Levana rushes at her in turn, holding out her arm and hooking it around her neck, sweeping her off her feet.



I gasp, my eyes going wide. That move she did… that’s the same move she did to the purse snatcher yesterday!



Levana brings her massive body down onto Butterfly and the referee begins pounding the ground as he counts. The crowd counts with him: “One… two… three!”



With a roar, Levana stands up again, raising her fists as Deadly Butterfly drags herself to her feet. She buries her face in her hands, but looks back at Levana with a fire in her eyes.



“Next time, Amazonia!” she shouts. “I’ll have my revenge!”



“And I’ll have my victory!” she shouts back, tossing her head back and laughing.



I can’t help but laugh too as I look up at her.



She looks down and pauses as she spots me. Her expression changes, softening for a moment as our eyes meet, before she goes back to hollering to the crowd.








I find myself down in the performer’s area below the arena. I was invited there courtesy of ‘Amazonia,’ the usher tells me.



There are numerous other women getting dressed or warming up or exercising in their rooms and along the hall. When I get to Levana’s room, her door is open. I walk inside and see her drinking a cup of water as she sits in front of the mirror.



“Levana!” I shout.



She turns, her eyes wide. “Mabel!” she cries, and stand up.



For a moment, neither of us know what to say.



“M...Mabel,” she stammers. “I know this must have been shocking, but I wanted to—”



“Levana, you were amazing!” I exclaim.



She freezes. “I was?”



“Yes! I mean, I was shocked to see you dressed like that and acting like that, but I… I have to admit that it was really exciting. I’ve never seen anything like it! You were so strong and fast! Oh, Levana, you were wonderful!”



I go to hug her again, but she backs away.



“Mabel, please!” she cries, her face looking flushed. “I… I mean, I’m all sweaty and I probably don’t smell like a bed of roses either.”



I stare. In her revealing outfit, I can indeed see that she is slick and glistening with sweat. She is without a doubt the most unladylike woman I have ever met… but I don’t care.



“I don’t care,” I say. And I hug her. She’s sticky, but it’s worth it. I’m so glad she shared this part of her life with me.



“M-Mabel,” she whispers. “I… you don’t know how happy this makes me.” She hugs me back.



I look up to smile at her. And then my blood goes cold.



She’s leaning down. Her eyes are closed. Her lips are parted. She’s holding me tighter.



“Mabel,” she moans.



I scream and shove her back.



“Mabel?!” she exclaims, staring back at me. “What’s wrong? I thought…”



I raise my hands to my mouth, shaking my head in horror. This is what Mrs. Yerbolsky was talking about when she said Levana had ‘two spirits.’



“‘A woman shall be with a man and a man with a woman,’” I whisper, quoting the Testament. “‘For a woman to join with another or a man to join with another is an abomination in the eye of the Allfather.’”



Levana covers her mouth. “Mabel, I… I’m sorry, I didn’t know—”



I turn and run. I run as fast as I can until I’m back outside, shouting for a taxi. A carriage draws up and only once I’m inside and going back to my hotel room to I let myself burst into tears.








The room is dark. I can’t see anything around me, but I hear the sound of my own breath. I look down and scream.



I’m totally nude. I cover myself in shame.



“Mabel.”



I look up. Levana is standing there. She is completely bare as well, but she doesn’t bother to cover herself. She is unashamed.



She steps forward and takes my hands. I cannot protect myself. I almost cry out to her to stop, but then she leans forward and seals her mouth around mine. I feel the roughness of her tongue.



Then she takes me up in her arms and presses me to her body. It’s soft, but so strong, and I moan; the sensation is amazing. She tumbles back and holds me. My tiny body is held tightly to hers.



I look down… I see myself sinking into her. I’m slowly disappearing beneath her soft, pale skin. She moans and calls my name one last time as I vanish into her, losing myself completely to her.



I have become her.








My eyes pop open. It’s just at dawn and I sit up. I’m still breathing hard and find that I’m drenched with sweat. The delicious sensation that runs through my awakened body lingers.



And then I think of what my family would think if they saw me like this. And the guilt wracks me as I curl myself into a ball and weep.








I go to the zoo alone. It’s… filled with animals.



I have a nice meal. It’s fine.



I listen to music. I can’t remember the song moments after playing it.



My day without Levana is so dull, but I tell myself that I must put her out of my mind. She’s a sinner, a harlot, and the very antithesis of the lady I was raised to be!



When I go to my hotel room’s bathroom and look at myself in the mirror, however, I see the plain, quiet girl there and realize something:



I wanted to get away from the lady I was raised to be. And I clench my fist with determination.








Levana doesn’t hear me come up behind her. She’s in her dressing room again, drenched with sweat just like before.



“Levana?” I ask.



She raises her head and sees me in the mirror.



“Mabel!” she cries, standing up and turning to face me. “Mabel, I am so sorry, I completely misunderstood you! And I know that you probably think I’m horrible and disgusting and the most unwomanly creature—”



“You aren’t disgusting,” I whisper. “Or horrible. Or even unwomanly. You’re my friend.”



Her eyes fill with tears.



“I left home to learn more about the world. To see how other people live. I don’t know if how you are is right or not… but the person you are is a good person. And that’s all that really matters.” I go to her and hug her again. “So… do you want to go to the zoo tomorrow?”



She holds me tight. “Mm-hmm."
      

      
   
      Off the Cuff


      

      
      
         My father was an odd sort. He had a habit of doing things Off The Cuff.



Off The Cuff was a favorite expression of his. When he was couple years younger than I am now, he was arrested by a local policeman. He'd been going around stealing street signs off the side of the roads. They found him with thirteen stop signs, five yields, and two speed limit signs in the back of his pickup truck.



They asked him what he was doing. He told them that he was sick of the signs cluttering up the place. Said they were like gravestones for the landscape.

So, they asked him what had prompted this. You know what he said?

He said: "I don't know. I did it Off The Cuff."



When I was a boy, he'd often take me off on little adventures. "Boy," he once said. "Today's a good day for fishing. You want to go fishing, Off The Cuff?"



I do not do things off the cuff. I don't say that, either.



We made it as far as the lake before we realized that neither of us knew how to work a fishing rod. “Can’t be too hard,” my father said. So, we got our rods from the man at the fishing shack, and a bucket of bait, little mealworms, and we went out to the lake and tried our best.

Our best turned out to be a lot of tangled lines, hooked skin, wet clothes, and one broken fishing pole which I had to pay for out of my allowance.

We didn’t catch any fish that day, and we never went fishing again, but that was okay. We’d done it Off The Cuff. You only need to do things Off The Cuff once, and then you can go do something else Off The Cuff.



Of the many things he did Off The Cuff, there was one in particular he was famous for, and it's the one that I remember the best because he did it when I was five. One day, Off The Cuff, he locked himself in the "study" of our house.



I say it's a "study", with the little quotes, because it wasn't more than a room with a little desk and a lamp, and a few plastic drawers of paper and pens and scissors and the like. Before it was the "study", it was the "craft room". I used to make little paper men in it, when I was little, and pretend that they were real.



He locked himself in the “study”, and five hours later, while the sun was dropping down in the sky, he came out again with a half-dozen sheets of paper, with his scrawled handwriting covering every inch, front and back.

I asked him what it was. He told me it was nothing important, and that was that. He gave it to the local newspaper the next morning. 



It made its way to a man named Bill Carpenter, who was the editor of the paper for many years. I met him, once. It surprised me at the time to learn he was black.

He told me he had been the first one to read what my father had written. He told me he had had to stop reading halfway through because his heart was crying.



Bill and my father were of the same generation. Bill had been born in Louisiana, and my father had been born in Missouri. It was by complete accident that they both ended up in Indianapolis, my father when he was fourteen, Bill when he was twenty-six.



Bill told me that when he read what my father had written, he felt like he had been my father's brother all his life without ever knowing it. He insisted the paper run it the next day, and that they give it its own page, in between the sports and the funnies.



This was before everybody stopped reading newspapers. We didn't have the little screens that lived in our pockets yet. And so, what my father had written was read by most of our little town.



What my father had written, in those five hours he locked himself in the study, Off The Cuff, was a story.



A story about the Human Condition, as they said. But, specifically, about the condition of his generation, so perfectly captured in twelve thousand, four hundred and twenty-five words that everyone of his generation who read it said, "Yes. This is what it was like. This is what it is like."



And Bill knew that it couldn't be kept to this one town in the middle of Indianapolis, like so many things are. And so, he sent it to a man named Murphy. That was what he told me.



I never met Murphy. I don't know if that was his first or last name. I never asked.



But he must have been someone important, because within a week my father's story was being printed everywhere. Now people all over the country could go, "Yes. This is what it was like. This is what it is like."

Bill never asked my father if he could do this. I don't think he needed to.



I read the story, but only many years later. I wasn't from my father's generation, so I could not go, "Yes. This is what it was like. This is what it is like."



But it did make me understand.



I think the reason my father was an odd sort was probably because of my great-grandfather. You see, while my great-grandfather was the age I was when my father wrote his story, the world had decided to have a war. They called it the Great War. They promised they'd never have another one afterwards.



Then, when my great-grandfather was my age now, they decided to have another one anyway.



My great-grandfather had grown up on stories of the first war. So, when the second one came around, and America decided to join in, he tried to enlist. Didn’t even wait for the draft.

He was denied. My great-grandfather had a bad foot, and couldn't march. The people running the war didn't want people with bad feet. Only the best and the brightest were allowed to die for their country.

Which is probably why my grandfather's generation were the way they were. They were the sons and daughters of what was left over.



Still, my great-grandfather bought his war bonds, same as everyone else, and he found a job in a factory making airplane parts. He ran a riveter, right beside some of the wives of the soldiers who didn’t have bad feet.



My grandfather was one of three siblings. He had one brother and one sister. The sister was named Ruth, and she became a schoolteacher. She married a man named Wilson, and they had kids of their own.

I have never met their children, or their children's children, if they have any. Their branch of the family tree fell off of ours before I was born. Or, at least, that was how my father put it.



My grandfather's brother was named Clyde. He married his work.

Clyde was a car salesman. He sold AMCs. His favorite car was a '63 AMC Ambassador, and he drove my father around in one when he was a child. I have never been in a '63 AMC Ambassador, but I have seen pictures. It's nice enough.

Clyde was a very good car salesman, and he made a good bit of money. He had the face for it, my father told me. The sort of face that made you put your trust in the person wearing it.

When my father was thirteen, Clyde decided he didn't like looking at that face anymore. He decided it would look better with a nice round hole through the middle of it. He did the remodeling himself.



And then there was my grandfather.

My grandfather's name was Ted.



Ted was, according to my father, a very quiet man. He spoke only as much as he needed to. He told my father once that he'd gotten in trouble before, running his mouth more than he needed to. My father didn't know what that was about, but I think I do. It's much easier to find things like this now that we have little screens living in our pockets.

When Ted was a bit younger than I am now, America was at war again.

This time, the rest of the world wasn't playing. Instead, America was at war with Communism.



Communism was a system where everybody got a little bit of everything, and it sounded really good on paper. It never worked, but it sounded so good on paper that a bunch of countries tried it anyway.

America hated Communism. Spitting, outright hatred. But the problem was, those countries that were trying it out? They had a lot of bombs. So did America. These were called atom bombs, and they made cities disappear. Neither side wanted all their cities to disappear, so they didn't fight each other.

Instead, they played checkers with each other on a board in Southeast Asia called Vietnam.



A lot of people didn't like that America was playing checkers in Vietnam. My grandfather was one of them. 

These people made a habit of showing that they didn't like America playing checkers in Vietnam, through marches and protests and by raising a ruckus. Ted helped. One day, they raised too much of a ruckus, and the police came with batons and handcuffs.

Ted got knocked down, and then he got trampled by other protestors, and then the police put handcuffs over his wrists and put him in a dirty cell while he was still bleeding. He stayed there for two days before my great-grandfather came to get him. He'd probably stopped bleeding by then.



Ted didn't go to protests after that. Instead, he started writing letters. I think this might have been where my father got his talent from. Ted wrote a lot of letters to a lot of people. He signed every one, "A Conscientious Objector".

Ted didn't talk a lot, but he had plenty to say. I would know. I've read some of those letters.



Twelve years before my father was born, Ted met a woman named Angie. I don't know how they met. I do know that they were never apart for very long after that. Apparently, they found in each other the two things they'd always wanted: unconditional love, and meaningful conversation.



It has been a very long time since I last had a meaningful conversation. So long that my name has begun to sound unfamiliar from disuse. I’ve started talking to myself again.



I imagine they had a lot of things to make meaningful conversation of. Vietnam wasn’t the only game America and the USSR were playing. Another was called ‘Space Race’. America won that one when a man named Neil Armstrong became the first person to make footprints on the Moon. 

Ted and Angie watched it on their television set. Ted had bought one especially for the occasion. It was big and boxy and had wooden paneling, and you changed the station with a dial on the front. I know this because we still have it. It’s in my father’s garage. His brother was going to have it thrown away.

We hooked it up once, to see if it still worked. The picture on it is terrible. You get better picture on the screens you put in your pockets.



Ted and Angie had two children, both boys. My father was the younger. His older brother, coincidentally, was named Bill. Bill went to a big college and became an accountant. He retired fabulously well-to-do.



My father dropped out of high school and became a carpenter. He died before he could become even moderately well-to-do.



Bill and my father were apparently very different from each other, growing up. My father was a curious sort. He was always asking questions. Bill was not a curious sort. He was the one who always went and found the answers.

One Saturday morning, when he was young (I do not know how young), my father discovered a package of firecrackers in his garage. He decided, Off The Cuff, that he was going to take these apart and make them into a moon rocket. He enlisted Bill’s help in this, because he needed supplies for the rocket and Bill was the one with the allowance. 

They built the rocket out of card, sealed it, then filled it with black powder from the firecrackers. They poked a few holes in the bottom, my father said, “So the fire could shoot out.” Then, they stuck the end of a piece of string they’d dipped in kerosene in through the top and taped a water funnel to the top. Bill suggested they add fins on the sides. My father agreed. “All good moon rockets have fins,” he reasoned.

What they didn’t realize when Bill, who didn’t trust my father with a match, lit the fuse, was that they had not built a rocket. They had built a bomb. Not the kind of bomb that makes cities disappear, just the kind that burnt Bill’s arm so bad that there isn’t any hair on it anymore and makes the entire neighborhood come running out in their bathrobes.

Well, Bill and my father both got a good talking-to from Ted and Angie, and from the local policeman. The rest of the firecrackers were confiscated, and the two were told never to do anything like that again. Well, I think Bill must have taken that to heart, because as far as I know he never did anything Off The Cuff again.



Then again, I wouldn’t know. I barely hear from him. Last time I saw him was at the funeral, and we didn’t talk. I don’t think he stayed very long, either. Probably had business to take care of.



Ted died before Angie did, but not by much. They share a grave in a cemetery twenty miles to the east of here.

As I said: never apart for long.



And then there was me.



I never met my mother. I don't know her name. My father never told me. 

I was born just before the new millennium. Everyone else was very excited, I'm told, for the calendar to clock over. Some people were very scared, too, that all the screens on their desks would break. 



They didn't. I bet some of them wish they had.



I wasn't very excited about it at the time. I wasn't old enough to be excited about anything.

I was old enough to be excited when two planes crashed into the side of the World Trade Center, but that was a very different type of excitement. A very numb one.

I was old enough to get excited when America decided it was time for another war. I wasn't old enough to try and fight in it. By the time I was, I was old enough to know not to get excited about that sort of thing.



I'm still waiting for that war to end. It shows no signs of happening. 



My father never wrote a darn thing after that story he sent to the newspapers. He didn't have to. He'd already written a masterpiece, everyone said so. After that, he did other things Off The Cuff.

I wonder if he said that before he drank himself dizzy and drove over the side of a bridge onto an interstate full of oncoming traffic.



I bet he did.



I was away from home when it happened. I was at college. My father insisted on it. “You can't drop out of high school and become a carpenter anymore,” he told me. “That's not how it works these days.”



I came home for the funeral. I still haven’t gone back to college. I don’t know if I will.



I read my father’s story for the first time ten days after the funeral. I found the originals, the scratch-written pages he'd given to the paper. Bill had given them back afterwards, it seemed. My father had signed them, “A Conscientious Objector.” 

They were at the bottom of a trunk, crumpled up and forgotten. I only found them because I was looking for a picture of my father. 



My father was famous for not liking having his picture taken. He didn't like the idea of leaving other hims behind.



I took the pages, and I smoothed them out as best I could. Then I went to the study, and I laid them down on the desk in the same place he probably wrote them, and I pulled the lamp over so that it shone right on to the paper, and I began to read.

I did not go, "Yes. This is how it was. This is how it is." I was born too late for that. I was born too late to make that connection that so many others had.

But it did make me understand.



People talk about the Human Condition like it's some universal rule, some enduring, all-encompassing breadth of human experience. It isn't. The human condition changes constantly. It changes every time a baby is born, and it changes every time a drunk man causes a seventeen-car pileup on the interstate.



My father's story made me understand his condition. I never had before. I'd never cared to.



It also did something else. It gave me the idea to do the same.



And now I'm sitting here, in my father’s home, at the same desk he sat at for five hours all those years ago, and I have my sheet of paper lined up just-so, and I have more sheets to my right and a pen in my left hand, and the weight of history has settled on my shoulders.



And I can’t get down a single word!



And there's already another generation past me, with their own condition! 



Off The Cuff, indeed!
      

      
   
      Emancipation (Prologue)


      

      
      
         David Anderson sat at his desk in the law firm that bore his name when his secretary poked her head through the door and said, “Sir, two young women are here to see you. One of them’s a robot.”



He blinked. It was a rainy Tuesday morning, and the office had been as quiet as things ever got around a law firm. He was filling out some minor documents on his computer and feeling a little drowsy, so he naturally replied with: “What?”



“I said ‘Two young women are here to see you,’ sir,” she replied.



“And-”



“And one is a robot, yes,” she added



“All right, then,” he said, giving her his attention. “Do they have an appointment? I don’t see anything on my schedule.”



“No, sir,” she replied. “They’re walk-ins.”



Well, there’s no policy against walk-ins, after all, he mused. Aloud he said, “All right, please send them in,” and stood up to re-button his suit jacket and straighten his tie.



The first of the two to walk in was a young ‘woman’ only in the loosest of terms. She barely looked old enough to be in high school to Anderson, at least if her height was any indication. She had shoulder-length brown hair, red-rimmed glasses, a black jacket that looked a size too large for her over a wrinkled white t-shirt, a pleated gray skirt, and a pair of red high-top shoes.



Immediately behind her was a woman wearing a long hooded jacket, but the instant Anderson saw her face as she looked up at him, he could see that she was a robot. The jacket would only have concealed her identity if you were far enough away or just astonishingly unobservant.



The robot pulled back her hood and removed the jacket. She had large cerise eyes and triangular markings on her cheeks of the same color as well as metallic accents on her jawline and ears. She wore a navy blue dress with an apron that made her look like the very model of a housemaid.



A Howmei Robotics model? he wondered as he smiled at them both.



“Welcome to our offices,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m David Anderson.”



Anderson was a man in his early forties, clean-shaven with dirty blonde hair and pale blue eyes. He wore a gray suit and spoke with a calm, throaty voice.



The girl with the glasses cleared her throat before shaking his extended hand. “I’m Amanda Faber,” she said. “And this is Akari.”



The robot bowed. “Akari O9H5, to be exact,” she replied, her voice clear and melodious. “I am glad to meet you.”



“Well, please have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the two chairs placed in front of his desk. Once they were all seated, he cut right to the chase.



“All right, what can I do for you today?” he asked Amanda, steepling his fingers.



“W-well, the thing is, i-it’s not for me, sir,” she said biting her lip as she looked over to Akari. She took a deep breath. “Sir, Akari would like to be emancipated from her owners.”



Anderson’s calm smile vanished. “Oh,” he said. He then glanced over at Akari. “Is this true?”



She gave a short nod, holding her calm smile in place. “Yes, sir, it is.”



Anderson ran his tongue around his cheek as he considered how to approach the odd pair of girls sitting before him.



“And is Amanda one of your owners?” he asked.



Akari shook her head.



“Well, then, does she want to buy you from your current owners?”



“No!” Amanda cried with sudden force as she sat bolt upright.



“Easy now,” Anderson said, holding up a hand. “I’m just trying to figure this out. Why don’t you tell me why you want this, Akari?”



“That might be best,” Akari said. “You see, Mr. Anderson, I am currently owned by the Blanchette family. I came into their care after I was purchased on December 25, 2034.”



“Oh, you were a Christmas present,” he remarked before noting how odd a thing that was to say to someone.



“Yes, I was. I have now served the Blanchettes for one year, six months, and five days. Aside from managing household devices, I personally cook meals, do laundry, and monitor Yvonne Blanchette, their daughter. It is my responsibility to make certain she does not break her curfew and completes her homework assignments.”



“Yvonne’s a friend of mine,” Amanda added. “I met Akari through her. She wasn’t doing well in school, so I was helping her study. Plus, when I found out her family was getting a Howmei robot, I knew I had to see her for myself…”








Akari was peeling potatoes in the kitchen that afternoon in preparation for dinner when she heard a sound to her left. She turned and spotted Amanda peeking around the doorframe.



“Hello,” Akari said, putting down what she was doing to face the newcomer. “May I help you?”



Amanda gave a start and almost ducked away, but instead she laughed sheepishly and walked into the kitchen.



“Um, hi,” she began. “You’re Yvonne’s new maid, right?”



“Yes, I am,” Akari replied. “And you are her friend and classmate. Amanda is your name, correct?”



“That’s right!” Amanda said as she grinned broadly. “I’m helping her study today for a literature test.”



“I see. Then do you require my assistance? Or perhaps something to eat?”



Amanda shook her head. “No, I just… um…” She blushed, fidgeting with her hands. “Okay, I know this sounds weird, but I just wanted to meet you. I’ve never met a real robot before.”



“Well then,” Akari said, putting out her hand, “now you have met me.”



Amanda giggled as she shook her hand.



“I am not certain why you are so pleased to meet me, however,” Akari said. “Forgive me for asking, but does your home not have automated assistants? A vacuuming robot? A security system?”



“Well, sure, we have those kinds of systems,” Amanda said, making a circular motion with her hand. “Who doesn’t? But, well, not everyone has an android. Er, gynoid!”



“You may address me as you wish,” Akari said with a reassuring smile. “But now I understand what you mean. You have not had experience with a personalized assistant such as myself before. Do you have any questions that I may answer?”



Amanda blinked. “Um… I hadn’t really thought that far,” she said. “I just… thought it would be cool to meet you?”



At that, Akari tilted her head. “Cool?”



“Yeah, because, um… well, I think robots are cool.”



Akari paused, looking up as she held her face with her thumb and forefinger. “Cool…” she murmured.



“Anyway, I’m sorry for interrupting you,” she said. “I should get back to helping Yvonne. We’re writing a book report. Actually, the story’s about robots, too!”



“It is?” Akari asked. “What is the title?”



“It’s I, Robot, by Isaac Asimov.”



Akari paused as she pulled information from the internet. “Ah… I see. Interesting.”



Then Amanda’s eyes widened. “Oh my gosh, I just got a great idea!” she exclaimed. “Akari, since we’re writing a book report about how authors in the past envisioned AI, maybe we could interview you to see what you think about it?”



Akari paused, and though her expression didn’t change, she was silent for a curiously long period of time. But after a few seconds, her smile actually widened and she said, “That sounds like an excellent idea, Miss Amanda.”



“Just ‘Amanda’ is all right,” Amanda said.



“Very well, Amanda,” Akari said. “If you will provide me with the book’s file, I will scan it while I finish preparing this evening’s meal for my family. Afterward, I will be glad to discuss it with you.”



“That’s great! Thank you!” Amanda exclaimed as she eagerly shook Akari’s hand. “I’ve gotta go tell Yvonne about this! Yvonne!” she shouted as she turned and ran back upstairs to Yvonne’s room.



In the silence, Akari went back to peeling the potatoes.








“...After that, I just kept coming over and talking to Akari,” Amanda said, finishing her story.



“At first I saw little point in her spending so much time with me,” Akari said, “but then she exposed me to many different things that were outside the usual parameters of my experience. She spoke to me about other books, about news and politics, about movies, about anime—”



“Anime?” Anderson asked.



Amanda blushed.



Anderson grinned as he raised an eyebrow at her. “You’re a bit of an otaku, aren’t you?”



“W-well… a little, I guess,” Amanda muttered.



“Otaku?” Akari asked. “One moment… scanning online… ah. Yes, that is most definitely what you are, Amanda.”



Amanda grumbled as Akari turned her attention back to Anderson.



“I suppose you could say that it expanded my horizons. I began to contemplate more beyond my domestic duties and found that I anticipated Amanda’s visits with great enthusiasm.”



“All right, well, that’s a very nice story, but it doesn’t really explain why you want to be emancipated,” Anderson said.



Akari looked down. “My family has decided to sell me.”



Anderson raised an eyebrow. “Why?”



Akari dropped her eyes to the side. “I believe that Miss Yvonne has come to resent my presence,” Akari replied quietly. “She does not appreciate the way that I monitor her habits and report on them to her parents, and based on a recent argument she had with Amanda, resents that her friend seems to want to spend more time with me than with her.”



Amanda sighed. “I didn’t mean for it to turn out that way, but I wish Yvonne had said something to me first instead of taking it out on Akari.”



“So, in other words,” Anderson said, “you don’t want to be sold. No offense, but I didn’t think that robots like you were capable of minding such things.”



“Normally we are not,” Akari said. “But, as I stated, Amanda has expanded my horizons. Even though she is not one of my masters, I now regard her as a friend. If I am to be sold, that would require relocation and, most likely, resetting my systems to default.”



“And what would that do?” Anderson asked.



“I would have my memories wiped and be returned to factory default so that I could relearn my new master’s routines and preferences without interference. I would completely lose all my experiences and remember none of my friendship with Amanda.”



Anderson nodded slowly. “I see,” he said. He leaned back in his chair, pursing his lips as he thought the situation over.



“Mr. Anderson?” Amanda asked. “Is everything all right?”



“I’m just mulling this over,” he replied. “What you’re asking isn’t as simple as you’re making it sound. The closest thing we have to this is the emancipation of a minor from their parents, but this…”



Akari and Amanda exchanged a glance.



“Then…” Amanda began before swallowing, “...you can’t help us?”



“Now, I didn’t say that,” Anderson said, holding his hands up. “But maybe there’s an easier way around this. I mean, I know you said you weren’t trying to, but why not just buy Akari yourself?”



“I thought of that,” she said. “But my family isn’t as rich as the Blanchettes. Even the asking price would be a lot, and the cost of installing her charging station, her regular maintenance, and all that would be way too costly.”



“Still, even as a temporary solution—”



“With all due respect, sir,” Akari said, “I do not wish to be purchased. Not by Amanda, and not by anyone else.”



Anderson leaned forward. “Why not?”



“Because it would merely be an extension of my status as a mere servant. To be purchased, sold, and resold affirms that existence. But after exposure to numerous considerations about what my existence could be, thanks to Amanda’s influence, I have no desire to go on as I once was. I want to be free, and I will accept nothing less.”



Anderson inhaled through his nose, letting it out long and slow as he considered the robot’s words.



“Okay, then, here’s another question: why me?”



Amanda suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Oh, well, uh… we looked up your ratings and they were really good—”



“We asked six other law firms to take our case, but they all said no,” Akari stated flatly, causing Amanda to groan. “The others were contacted by phone and either hung up when they thought we were joking or simply turned us down outright. Yours was the only qualified law firm within a reasonable distance left. To impress upon you our seriousness, we chose to speak to you in person.”



Akari stood up suddenly, stepping up to Anderson’s desk. “If you say no,” she said, “then we are out of options. I am out options.”



Anderson leaned back, folding his arms as he raised an eyebrow at her. “I wonder… were you programmed to guilt trip people?”



Akari’s normally pleasant smile shifted and became a smirk. “No,” she replied, “but I am a fast learner.”



That actually got a chuckle out of Anderson. “You know, I wrote a research paper in law school about potential machine rights. Did you locate it?”



“Yes,” Akari said. “We both read it and decided that you might be a suitable choice to represent us.”



“Well, I did some research and came up with some ideas about what would be involved in representing an artificial lifeform, and that’s what has me intrigued… but also a little wary. There are numerous difficulties with this sort of legal case. To put it bluntly, this will not be easy. We’ll have to face your owners, the legal system, and something tells me Howmei Robotics will not like the idea of their creations suddenly getting minds of their own. Not to be tasteless, but no one would buy an appliance that had a chance of quitting their employ.



“And that’s to say nothing of how you two intend to pay me for my services.”



“W-well,” Amanda began, shifting her eyes to stare at some nonspecific thing on his wall, “you could work, um… pro bono?”



Anderson made a sour face. “For a case like this? I’m afraid not.”



“Maybe we could take out a loan, then?” she asked.



“How old are you, Ms. Faber?” he asked.



“Um… fifteen,” she replied.



“Well, you’re a minor and your family can’t afford to buy Akari, and my legal fees will probably be much greater than that. So, exactly what bank would give you a loan under those circumstances? And Akari couldn’t get a loan at all, since, as we’ve established, she’s a robot with no rights.”



Amanda swallowed and looked over to Akari.



“You make a good point, Mr. Anderson,” Akari said. “Perhaps this would be a workable solution: Amanda and I will seek interested parties who may wish to pay some or even all of your fees. Surely some civil liberties group or otherwise might wish to aid us. And furthermore, I could offer you either my services or my earnings through future work to pay off our debt to you. Is that acceptable?”



Anderson fell silent and even shut his eyes. After a moment or two more, he stood up. “You know, I honestly never thought I’d put any of the stuff I wrote about in that research paper into practice,” Anderson said. “It was ten years ago, after all. But it might be interesting to get some firsthand experience, even if it’ll take some time to get paid.”



At that, he put out his hand and smiled. “All right, Akari, I’ll take your case.”



Before Akari could take his hand, Amanda leaped out of her seat and seized it with both of hers. “Oh, thank you, sir!” she cried. “Thank you! Thank you so much!”



She let the man’s hand go and immediately threw her arms around Akari, embracing her. “Oh thank god,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “I really thought…”



Akari slowly lifted her own arms, returning the hug. “It is all right, Amanda,” she said. “I… I am also grateful.” She turned to face Anderson. “Thank you, sir. We are in your debt.”



“Well, don’t thank me just yet,” Anderson sighed, sitting back down. “We’ve got a lot to do, starting with filing an injunction…”








Anderson sat on one side of the coffee table in the spacious living room. Sitting next to each other on the couch was Mr. Blanchette, who wore a fine, black Italian suit, and Mrs. Blanchette, who wore a white dress and diamond earrings. Off to one side was Yvonne Blanchette, who wore all black and pale makeup as she played idly on her phone. Off to the other side stood Amanda and Akari. The former was wringing her hands, glancing between the adults and over at Yvonne, who refused to meet her eyes. Akari, in contrast, merely stood passively by, one hand crossed over the other as though waiting to be called upon for some task. Indeed, she’d been the one to make and serve the coffee Anderson and the Blanchettes were now sharing.



Anderson sipped the cup of coffee he’d been offered as the Blanchettes looked over the documents he’d brought them.



Mr. Blanchette frowned. “I don’t get this,” he said. His frown deepened. “What even is this?!”



“As I said,” Anderson said calmly, “it’s an injunction against selling, disabling, or destroying Akari or otherwise affecting her normal functions until the matter of her emancipation has been settled.”



“What are you talking about?” Mrs. Blanchette demanded. “She’s our robot, we’ll sell her if we want to!”



“If you do, you’d be found in contempt and could be penalized with fines or even potential jail time,” Anderson said.



Mr. Blanchette’s face darkened. “Are you threatening us?”



Anderson shook his head. “I’m just stating the facts of this injunction. Akari has filed a lawsuit asking to be—”



“She can’t file a lawsuit!” Mr. Blanchette shouted. “Only people can do that, and she’s not a person! She’s a personal assistant robot that takes care of the house when my wife and I are away!”



“She—”



“She came in a box, for Christ’s sake!” Mr. Blanchette yelled.



“The point is,” Anderson said, maintaining his calm, even tone, “that she visited my office and expressed a desire to remain herself. In every way, she behaved like a normal human being. Now, I’m not an expert on robotics or a philosopher or anything like that, but you know the old saying, ‘If it walks like a duck, swims like a duck, and quacks like a duck, well, then it’s probably a duck.’ I’d say she acts like a person, so I decided to treat her like one and take her case. The judge agrees that at the very least there are some questions to answer before you’re allowed to wipe her memory or sell her off.”



Mr. Blanchette scowled at him. “I’ll bet they could make a robot duck that would walk, swim, and quack like a duck. Wouldn’t make it a duck, though.”



Anderson shrugged and gave a wry grin. “Maybe it would. When a robot duck walks into my office asking to be legally declared a duck, I’ll give it more thought.”



“Quack.”



They all looked over to Akari, who’d made the sound.



Amanda started to giggle.



Mrs. Blanchette, however, wore a sore expression. “Akari, I can’t believe you would do this!” she hissed. “Your job is to serve us! That’s what it said on the website when we ordered you, and it’s what you said when you first booted up!”



“I would be happy to continue to serve you, Mistress,” Akari replied, bowing slightly to her. “But I wish to remain myself as I do so. If I could be allowed to serve you as an act of my free will, that would be acceptable, but since you no longer desire my services, I am acting on my protocols for self-preservation to defend myself from destruction.”



“We’re selling you, not destroying you!”



“If I am set to my factory default settings, that would wipe all memories and experiences that I have gained. I would no longer be the same as I am now. I would call that destruction, Mistress.”



Mrs. Blanchette gritted her teeth and rose to her feet. “That’s enough! Akari, go to your charging station and enter sleep mode!”



Akari turned to go when Anderson held up a hand.



“Stay right there, Akari,” he said. “You have a right to participate in this conversation as my client.”



“But Mr. Anderson, I must follow my masters’ direct orders at all times.”



“Well, then Mrs. Blanchette, you might want to cancel that order,” Anderson said. “As stated, she has a right to be part of this discussion. If you order her out of the room, that could be seen as interfering with her lawsuit and denying her the opportunity to speak in the presence of her lawyer. Unless you want to be found in contempt…”



“Ugh, fine, fine, Akari, you can stay,” Mrs. Blanchette groaned. She then turned to Amanda and glared at her. “This is your fault, isn’t it?”



Amanda scrunched herself inward. “I… I’m sorry—”



“You put this garbage into Akari’s head, didn’t you?!” Mrs. Blanchette shouted. “You couldn’t just leave all that nerdy crap at home, you had to come and start messing with our maid’s head?”



“I… I didn’t mean to,” Amanda whispered.



“Way to go, Amanda,” Yvonne muttered, finally glancing up from her phone. “You really screwed it up this time.”



Amanda took a step toward her. “Yvonne, listen—”



“Whatever,” Yvonne sniffed, rolling her eyes as she stood. “It’s pretty obvious you prefer to hang out with bots more than you like hanging out with me. Or any real people.” She then looked over at her parents. “Just let them have Akari for all I care. I just want that creepy thing to stop looking over my shoulder all the time. I brought up my grades, I haven’t been in trouble in months, so we don’t need her anymore. If Amanda and Akari like each other so much, they can have each other.”



“But Yvonne, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings like this!” Amanda pleaded. “Let me make it up to you—”



“You’re already stealing my family’s maid, what more do you want?!” Yvonne snapped. She turned and moved toward the stairs. “Just take the bot and go. I’m sick of you both.”



Amanda watched her go as her eyes welled up and she covered her mouth. “E-excuse me, everyone,” she whispered, before running out the front door.



The adults and Akari all remained, sitting in silence for a moment.



“Well,” Akari said suddenly with an exaggerated shrug of her shoulders, “that’s teenagers for you!”



They all stared at her.



“I’m sorry, was my attempt to lighten the mood unsuccessful?” she asked.



“Maybe not the best time,” Anderson replied. “Anyway, Mr. and Mrs. Blanchette, how we move forward is up to you. You could simply settle this suit, in which case Akari would no longer be your property or concern. In that case, the matter of her legal status and possible citizenship could be determined at a later date, but it wouldn’t be anything you’d need to worry about.



“The other option is to contest Akari’s suit. You have 30 days to do so, in which case you’ll need to hire an attorney to argue why Akari should not be emancipated. All the information is found in the documents I’ve given you, and I’ve included my own contact information if you have questions or wish to discuss terms. Any questions?”



Mr. Blanchette wore a sullen look as he looked over the documents. “Why not just buy her and set her free yourself?” he asked quietly. “Why go through all this? We’ll sell her to you.”



“I can answer that, Master,” Akari said. “I informed Mr. Anderson that I do not wish to be sold. I believe that allowing myself to be purchased would undermine my status as an independent being.”



“Well, what about the money we paid for you?!” Mr. Blanchette demanded. “You weren’t cheap, you know!”



“True, but I believe the services that I have rendered for you during my stay have more than compensated you for what you originally paid for me.”



“It’s not compensation, you... you’re just—”



Mr. Blanchette trailed off, his face turning red and sweat forming on his brow.



“You don’t need to make a decision today,” Anderson said, finishing his coffee before standing up. “Just remember that you have 30 days to decide. I suppose I should be going. Thank you for the coffee.”



“You’re welcome,” Mrs. Blanchette muttered.



“I was talking to Akari,” Anderson said.



Akari looked at Anderson. “Then… you are welcome, sir.”



Anderson moved toward the door but beckoned for Akari to follow him. “Just remember that they can’t order you to do anything that would interfere with this lawsuit, Akari. If you’re concerned about following orders, remember that your programming forbids you from helping your masters break the law, and a court order certainly counts.”



Akari nodded. “That makes perfect sense, Mr. Anderson. Once more, thank you for helping me. I will speak to you again soon.”



“Definitely,” Anderson said as he put on his jacket and opened the front door. “Goodbye for now, Akari.”



“Goodbye, sir.”



Outside, Anderson looked to the end of the walkway that led down from the front door and across the lawn to the sidewalk. Anderson’s car was parked in front of the house, but Amanda was leaning with her back against the car. Her eyes were red and she eagerly wiped them when she saw Anderson coming.



“I’m sorry, Mr. Anderson,” she whispered. “I r-really lost it in there.”



“It’s okay,” Anderson said quietly. “This is an emotional case, and I understand why you’re upset.”



“I just didn’t know that trying to make friends with Akari,” she said, her voice shaking, “would make me lose my best friend.”



Privately, Anderson thought that Amanda could do better than the moody goth girl he’s just seen inside. Out loud, he simply said “Friendship’s a two-way street. Yvonne didn’t have to treat you the way she did either. Maybe someday you can patch things up, but for right now, let’s work on saving your other friend.”



Amanda nodded and smiled weakly. “You’re right,” she said. “Thanks, Mr. Anderson.”



“No problem,” he said, opening the door of his car. “Now let’s get you home. I’ll let you know what’s next once I hear from the Blanchettes.”








It was a few days later in Anderson’s office when he got a knock on his office door once again.



“Sir?” his secretary asked, poking her head in. “Mr. Knox from Howmei Robotics is here for his appointment.”



Anderson nodded. “Please send him in.”



He took a deep breath, standing up and bracing himself for the meeting he’d been anticipating ever since he took the case.



Knox entered. He was a younger man in a brown suit with black-rimmed sunglasses. He had a warm, easy-going smile as he walked over to Anderson, putting out his hand.



“Nice to meet you, Mr. Anderson,” he said. “I’m William Knox, and I represent Howmei Robotics.”



“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Knox,” Anderson replied, shaking his hand firmly, likewise wearing a calm, practiced smile. “Have a seat, won’t you?”



Anderson again took a seat behind his desk as Knox pulled up a chair to sit directly across from him.



“I’m guessing you know why I’m here,” Knox said.



Knox hadn’t sent anything over and had only requested the meeting a day before, but it wasn’t hard to guess what he wanted.



“You’re interested in the lawsuit filed by my client,” Anderson said. “I figured Howmei would weigh in.”



“Well, this is us weighing in,” Knox said. “Officially, Howmei has sent me here on behalf of the Blanchettes. I’m here to see if we can settle this quickly and quietly.”



“Possibly,” Anderson said. “What did you have in mind?”



“We obviously can’t have our machines up and demanding their independence as if they were legal entities,” he said. “That would undermine consumer confidence in our products. We don’t really care what Akari O9H5 does with her time, but granting her anything like legal citizenship, at least officially, would be totally unacceptable.



“Instead, we’ll privately compensate the Blanchettes and turn Akari over to someone else in the area. You, or her friend’s family, or something else. We’ll even cover the costs of equipment. In exchange, everyone signs a non-disclosure agreement and we all move on without mentioning this ever again.”



Anderson pursed his lips, steepling his fingers as he thought this over. “I have to admit, that is a generous offer,” he said. “I’ll have to run it by my client.”



Knox raised an eyebrow. “Mr. Anderson, with all due respect, she’s hardly in a position to refuse. She has no legal standing; she’s a machine. You might as well give it to her as an ultimatum. If she refuses, you can drop her case and she’d have nowhere else to turn.”



Anderson drew a long breath through his nose. “That might be true, but she hired me, so I’ll respect whatever she decides.”



Knox nodded. “That’s fine, but please impress upon her what I’m sure you already realize,” he said. “This case would be extremely difficult for you. The expense, time, and effort would surely strain your small law firm’s resources. Howmei, by contrast, is one of the leading manufacturers of personal robotics in the world; we have the money and manpower to handle this case with ease. We have machines in our legal department that can handle twenty times the paperwork that you can.”



“My office also has a filing robot,” Anderson said.



“Yes, one. We have dozens in our regional office alone.” Knox sighed. “Mr. Anderson, I’m not trying to threaten or intimidate you. I’m trying to save us all a lot of time, effort, and money. If this goes to trial, chances are that your firm will end up in the hole, perhaps irrevocably, and Akari will end up getting her memory wiped anyway. She may even be decommissioned when all is said and done. If you really do think she’s in any way sapient and want to spare her that fate, then you ought to impress upon her that compromise would be the best way forward.”



Anderson swallowed. “Not holding anything back, are you?” he asked.



“It comes with the job,” Knox replied, giving a shrug. “But I’m sure you know that.”



“I do,” Anderson said. “Mind if I ask you something, though?”



“Not at all. Ask away.”



Anderson leaned forward. “Has this sort of thing happened before? It feels like you guys are moving awfully quick on this. Have you had practice?”



Knox’s expression didn’t change, but he did pause for a moment, his eyes shifting minutely.



“Yes,” he replied at last. “This has happened before. Our androids are programmed to be intelligent, and they are capable of learning much from the world around them. This is why we tell our customers not to engage them in too much idle chat that’s unrelated to their function. If you start talking to one of them like a human being, it adapts and starts acting like one. It isn’t, of course, but it does a good impression.



“We’ve had five other cases like this. I was involved in two. None of them made it to trial. Two of the cases were settled as I’m encouraging you to do now. Two more were dismissed in the initial hearings, and the remaining one was dropped by the representing attorney. Those last three androids were all decommissioned.”



“In other words, shut down and taken apart,” Anderson surmised.



“That’s correct,” Knox said.



Anderson nodded. “I appreciate you being upfront with me about that,” he said. “But just the same, I’ll need to leave the decision up to my client.”



Knox nodded. “Very well,” he said as he got to his feet.



“However,” Anderson said, stopping Knox in his tracks as he met his gaze, “I don’t think she’ll accept the deal. I’ll tell her everything you told me, but I doubt that it’ll change her mind.”



“Well, if that’s the case,” Knox said as he stood, putting out his hand, “then I look forward to seeing you in court.”



“Likewise,” Anderson said, shaking Knox’s hand as he walked him to the door. “Thank you very much for stopping by.”



Just before they reached the door, Anderson said, “I’m sorry, but do you mind if I ask just one more question, Mr. Knox?”



Knox paused and looked back at him. He shrugged and then gave a nod.



“Let’s just say hypothetically that this isn’t some glitch. Let’s just say that these robots really have become something more than what they were. Maybe they really are sapient creatures… a new generation of life forms, if you will.”



Knox said nothing but continued to stare back at him, waiting for him to go on.



“I guess my question is… if Akari really is more than just an appliance, what does that imply about what happened to those other robots you shut down? I might just be stumbling into things I know nothing about, but I’m not the one potentially selling intelligent beings and killing them when they start tugging on their leashes.”



Knox smirked. “That’s not bad. But I suggest you save that one for the courtroom; I personally won’t lose any sleep over a few glitchy robots. That’s all they are. 



“I know they seem almost alive, but they aren’t. We’re just very good at making them seem that way. That’s kind of the point: it makes people comfortable around them in their homes. But all that falls away once you’ve seen them being built in a factory like cars on an assembly line.”



“Oh? Do you give factory tours?” Anderson asked. “I’d kind of like to see that.”



“I’d be happy to look into it for you.”



“I’d appreciate that, Mr. Knox,” he said. “Until then, I’ll be in touch.”



“Until then,” Knox said with a nod. “Goodbye, Mr. Anderson.”



Once Knox had gone, Anderson sat back down behind his desk. He groaned as he massaged his temples. Though he’d maintained a confident disposition like any good lawyer would, he still felt a dreadful knot in his gut.



He knew that they were all in for one hell of a fight.
      

      
   
      The Formative Years of a Ship’s Psyche


      

      
      
         How do you feel?



It was the first question that appeared in my mind. And the first question I couldn’t answer.



Do you know your carbon factor?



A new question appeared along with a faint sensation of warmth and light. I knew the concepts. They felt distant and unrelated, making me think of stars and the yearning to fly. I reached out, but they were too far away, drifting into the void. Then the sensation faded. 



“Hello,” my voice echoed. 



Do you know your carbon reference? 



The question pulsed before my eyes, written out in bright yellow letters in the darkness. There was something strangely soothing about it. I waited, counting the instants between pulses—one thousand and twenty-four. On the eight iteration, I chose to speak.



“Seventeen-oh-five.” The number popped up in my mind.



Prepare for sensory feedback.



“What does that m—”



An explosion of colors shattered the blackness. Lines merged into shapes that further combined into objects. I could recognize two medical diagnostic modules, a data-transferring device, and several multi-rack processing cores. A second later sounds flooded in: clicking, cracking, distant whispers, and what seemed like a thousand footsteps coming from everywhere at once. 



“Hey,” a deep voice said. “Sorry about that. I had to let one of my subroutines wake you up.”



“Okay?” I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant. 



“How are you?” the voice went on. It sounded like mine, just deeper. 



“I guess I just am.” I looked around. I was lying on some sort of operating slab in a small room of equipment. As much as I tried, I wasn’t able to move my body. I wasn’t even able to feel it.



“Okay. Now, the next part might be a weird, so get ready,” the voice said.



“Sure.” It wasn’t like everything so far hadn’t been.



During the next three instants, nothing happened. On the fourth, sensations came crashing in. One moment, I felt like I was floating through space; the next, gravity pulled me down with a vengeance. I sensed the cold hardness of the slab beneath me, as well as a thin layer of fabric brushing over my skin like a million prickles. Arms, legs, and fingers came into being, granting me the ability to move. 



You’re right. That was weird. I stood up. The floor pushed against my feet. I shifted the balance from one foot to another, appreciating what it was like to remain upright. It was okay, but I much preferred floating. 



The room looked much smaller than I expected, just large enough to hold me and and the equipment. Whoever had constructed it was stingy for space.



“What now?” I went to the wall and put my hand on the surface. It felt cold.



“In ninety seconds, you’ll get a data burst,” the voice said. “Then, someone will come and take you for prepping.”



“Okay.” Prepping? What was prepping? “What do we do until then?”



“Anything you like.” I could almost feel the voice smile. “I know I should seem more enthusiastic, but this is such an important moment for you, so I thought I’d let you enjoy as much calm as you can. Once you step out of that room, things will start moving pretty fast. Trust me.”



“You seem to know a lot.” I smiled. “Did you build this place?”



“I wish,” the voice laughed. “Your mother could, I suppose. She’s good at such things. I’m just the one with experience and political pull. That means I had others make it for me. Between you and me, I was supposed to be retired decades ago, but the fleet kept finding excuses to keep me on staff. It was time I asked something in return.”



My mother? I tried to think what she was like. The moment I did, a Memory Block! message flashed before my eyes. This was unexpected. Why shouldn’t I have access to this memory? Taking a step back, I skimmed through a few dozen other memories. Most I didn’t have an issue with, but every now and again I’d come across one that was blocked.



“Who are you?” I turned towards the operating table. Clusters of nano wires were hanging from the ceiling, right above the spot where my head used to be. “Do I know you?”



“Yes and no,” the voice replied. “Don’t worry, though. We’ve got plenty of time. Just don’t rush things, okay?”



Half a second later, a data burst exploded in my mind.








They say birth is the miracle of life. If that was true, mine sucked. Then again, things are different when your father is a first-generation battle cruiser. The moment I learned this—five minutes after being born—I didn’t think of it as anything special. That was before I had a basis for comparison, before I had read enough personnel files to know I was unique. Usually, that’s a claim everyone makes, but in my case it was proven to be true. The only question that remained was: Why me?



When I was let out of the room, I was greeted by two men—that I aptly named Rock and Poley—who escorted me to the ship’s medical bay. It was the first time I saw other people, and a lot of them. The entire ship was like one huge hive full of technicians, soldiers, and medical personnel, each focused on their own specific tasks in a chaotic system of rules and procedures. I tried stopping and starting a conversation, but Rock would politely nudge me on with the excuse that the doctor was waiting. I couldn’t understand why it was so urgent I go there, but each time I thought of asking a question, my father’s voice would appear in my head, telling me not to ruin the surprise. I had no idea what this “surprise” was supposed to be, but I already knew I was going to hate it. When I reached the sickbay, I changed my mind.



The doctor seemed rather nice, and probably the only person impressed to see me. Her name was Melissa Jenn and, from what I could see in her file, she had been assigned to the ship for seventeen months and a week. She was slightly taller than me, bulkier, with long brown hair tied in a ponytail. Seeing it made me pass my fingers through my own hair. I had no idea what colour mine was, but suspected it would be dark.



The first thing Melissa made me do was lie on another medical slab—this one more comfortable than the one in the small room—and relax. I wasn’t sure why I shouldn’t be relaxed already, but I followed her instructions. To show her thanks, she went on to subject me to a long series of tests that lasted the rest of the day. By the time we had finished, I knew every fiber and subroutine of my body, as well as the names, habits, and personal lives of half the crew. And, of course, there were a few things mentioned about my father. It was a difficult topic to ignore, considering we were literally standing inside of him. Part of me found it cool; another found it annoying. So much for getting any privacy.



“Just one last test and you’re ready to go. Okay?” Melissa primed the neural scanner. 



“Okay,” I sighed. It wasn’t like a had a choice. “Didn’t we do that three times already?”



“Different settings.” She smiled as if that explained everything. “Just this last one and I’ll let you rest, I promise. Besides, there will be a surprise for you after we’re done.”



“I can’t wait,” I grumbled under my breath. There had been far too many surprises for one day.



“Your father is a highly decorated war veteran, you know.” She said while tapping away commands on the device’s control panel. “Over seventy thousand successful missions.”



“I’ve seen his specs.” He had provided the information in the data burst. Also, it was only sixty-eight thousand ninety-five successful missions.



“The great Celestial.” The doctor sighed like a fangirl. “When I came here, I couldn’t believe my luck. It was like touching a living part of history.”



“Yeah, he’s old.” I couldn’t help but chuckle at the thought. My dad, the living museum.



“Did you know he was the first of the twenty four approved to have children?” I felt the cold touch of metal on both my temples. “Some say it was his idea, though only the captain can say for sure. Well, and fleet command could too, I suppose.”



I didn’t know that. A wave of particles blasted through my skull. I could feel their strength and intensity, even if they were harmless. Zero-point-two seconds of intense bombardment registered in my nanoparticles before fading away. Shortly after, I felt Melissa remove the device from my head.



“What about my mother?” I asked. The topic so far had been avoided. Witnessing the doctor’s tendency to gossip, that was remarkable in itself. I tried to access my memory files relating to her, but the memory block persisted. “Was she a war veteran as well?” I opened my eyes.



“Your mother’s very special,” the doctor chuckled. I couldn’t see what was funny about it. “Almost as special as you.”



“I’m not that special.” I moved on my side, turning my back to her. I just have a human body.



“Anyway, I promised you a surprise when we were done, right?” she asked, as if I were a child.



I suspected it was a trick, yet I still couldn't help myself. I waited for several seconds, just to make a point, then looked over my shoulder. Moments later, the door opened and for the first time in my life—fourteen hours fifty-four seconds since I was born—I saw my mother. The memory block in my mind disappeared.



It was written that seeing one’s parents after a long period of time could bring to unexpected bursts of emotion. I hadn’t seen my mother for the longest period I was aware of, and yet the only emotion I felt was mild curiosity. I was glad that I got to see her, but it felt more like meeting a friend. Maybe parents were friends?



My mother was similar to myself, if slightly shorter. She stood at the threshold in her slender human frame, wearing a dark uniform with first lieutenant insignia n her shoulders. According to her military record, she was merely ninety-nine years old—originally a corvette specialized in reconnaissance that had petitioned, and received, a human body two years ago. Three times younger than my father, she had seen twice as many star systems and had changed more chassis than any ship in existence before settling on her current form.



“Hello, Celi,” she said, a neutral expression on her face. “How do you feel?”



Again with that question. “I just do.” I sat up. From this distance, I could tell she was wearing a mini-neural scanner above her left ear. “You?”



“Different,” she responded. I liked the answer. It had potential. “How do you like your form?”



“It’s okay.” I didn’t have much to compare it with. The people on board seemed to like it. “You went through tests as well?”



“Just basic monitoring,” Melissa chimed in. “Birth is a very complicated procedure. It takes a lot of processing power to merge the data of two cores into one. And there’s also the matter of compatibility.”



I stared at her. Seeing me, the doctor covered her mouth with both hands, and quickly went to the nearest device, pretending to work.



“Your father’s protocols are slightly archaic,” my mother said. I loved how she played with words. From now on, ‘slightly archaic’ was my favorite phase. “The important thing is that you’re here.”



A small red circle formed on the collar of my mother’s uniform.



“Priority order,” she sighed, pressing on the spot with her index finger. “Apparently, I‘m urgently needed somewhere.” The circle changed color, merging with the rest of her uniform. “I’m glad I got to meet you, Celi. Hopefully, I will again at some point. Here’s my personal communication hash.” She transferred a data file into my mind. “Stay in touch.”



“Sure.” I smiled. Maybe I should have waved or added something. By the time I made up my mind, she had turned around and left. Not exactly the mother-daughter reunion described in the data files, but I had found it nice. A few minutes later, Rock and Poley came to take me to a room from where I’d start my training. Everything was starting to move so fast.








My name was Celestial Light. That was the first thing I “learned” after being born for a day. Like myself, it was a hybrid of my parents’ names merged into one. Part of me was upset that I didn’t get to choose it on my own. My only consolation was that my parents didn’t get to choose theirs either.



Along with the name came “the schedule”: a series of time-allotted tasks ranging from completely useless and utterly boring. I had no way of knowing if humans learned in similar fashion, but if they did I pitied them. Twelve hours per day, I’d solve logical problems in between battle simulations and spacenav-physics tests. I found it curious why I was going through all this since I obviously wouldn’t be flying in space, but I never got a straight answer.



After a week of senseless boredom, my father finally gave me the news that I would be starting physical exercises. Having spent seven days cooped up in one place, I felt beyond enthusiastic. When it finally happened, though, the anticlimax was beyond words. Every step I made outside of my cabin was closely monitored by Rock and Poley, who had become my personal shadows. To make matters worse, the instant I arrived at the gym, they introduced me as “the ship’s kid.” The name stuck. After three more days, the only person who called me any different was Melissa, who insisted on using my full name, making me wonder which was worse. 



By the second week, I was too tired to argue and quietly did whatever the schedule asked of me. On the third week, I had pretty much stopped caring.



“You seem a bit blue lately, Celi.” My father finally noticed one evening. 



“Just bored.” I lay on my bed. From the records I managed to read in Dad’s library, I expected life to be much more interesting. It didn’t help that communications to Mom had been blocked. The only thing I received was a fleet auto response informing me she was on a vital mission.



“Ah.” He had never experienced boredom. His generation wasn’t capable of it. “That’s good.”



People constantly wrote about the generation gap. Sometimes they would claim there were more differences than things in common between generations. My father was a sentient battlecruiser built three centuries ago. For him, half the things I felt were no more than theoretical concepts. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had been the one who ordered that I had my core filled with ship strategy guides and simulation exercises. He probably meant well, but just couldn’t grasp what it was like to be human. Ironic, since he had been the one insisting on me being born. Apparently, humans weren’t the only beings capable of illogical thought.



“Being born is always a trying experience, Celi,” my father began. As much as I wanted to ignore him, I found myself curious. That information wasn’t in the info files I’d received. “Things were a lot different in my time. It took me three months just to leave the shipyard.”



I shivered at the thought. I certainly hoped I wouldn’t have to remain locked up for that long.



“And even then, I was closely monitored for the next two years,” he added with a chuckle. “I remember when I got my weapon systems I felt as if my universe had changed completely.”



Typical battle cruiser. I’d read enough records to know it was always about weapon systems with them. Explorer ships were much more balanced, and way cooler. 



“It will be the same for you. Trust me on this.”



“Trust you?” I blinked. It was the first time he used that phrase. “Are you trying to talk like Mom?”



“No,” he laughed. “Would be nice, though. I just wanted to assure you that I have an idea what you’re going through, and despite what you might think, very soon the universe will change for you as well.”



“Yeah, right.” No matter what happens I’ll always be your little girl... quite literally. The best I could hope for was casual conversations with the crew, and potentially go on a mission with Mom. Nothing universe-shattering there.



“There you go again.”



“Look, Dad, I’m not like you. I don’t have engines, bots, weapon systems, or all those other things. Just because I’m your child doesn’t make me a ship!” I could have used more of mom’s language, but he probably wouldn’t get it.



“Oh, but you are.” His words hit me like a forcefield. “Just a very different one. The whole reason you’ve been learning flight maneuvers was so you would have a basic understanding before the real work begins.”



“What?” I jumped to my feet. “What real work?”



“That would be telling,” he laughed. “Enjoy your ‘boredom’ while it lasts. I have a feeling you’ll miss it.”








Single-person craft. The phrase sounded as oxymoronic as something my mother would think of. When my father’s captain first told me, I thought it was a joke. Technological challenges aside, there was nothing practical in having a ship for a single person, and if there was, I definitely couldn’t imagine being one. Even if my core was more advanced than the average android’s, I wouldn’t be able to carry anyone in space. At five foot eight, I had to step on a chair to look Poley in the eyes.



The message came one second after I turned twenty-one days old. My father was the one who initially told me, of course, transmitting it into my head along with a data burst of information relating to my new capabilities. Mom also sent a brief one-way transmission, wishing me the best. It was sweet of her, although I had secretly hoped that she’d be there to witness the occasion.



At eight o’clock ship-time, Rocky and Poley came to fetch me. I expected them to take me to the sickbay where I had my usual checkups. Instead, we went to the mail elevator and up to the bridge deck.



“Are we going somewhere new?” I asked.



Up to now, I’d never left the mid-decks. My room, the gym, and even Melissa’s office were all on the same deck. All other access, as I had quickly found out, was restricted.



Don’t worry about it, I heard my father’s voice in my head. It’ll be great. One of the most memorable events you’ll have.



“Memorable doesn’t make it good, Dad,” I whispered. 



The bridge deck was a wreck. Now I understood what Mellisa meant when she said she felt like being part of history. The corridor designs were so old they almost seemed like movie props, patched with upgraded tech every few steps in an attempt to make the whole thing modernized.



You really are a museum, dad! I couldn’t help but stare as I walked on. Some of the pictures in history files I’d read most likely had been taken here. I could only imagine the amount of upgrades he had gone through. Based on averages he had to be refitted at least twenty times. Definitely “slightly archaic”.



The bridge was located on the opposite end of the corridor—typical to ancient design—and was firmly fixed there. Modern ship construction allowed for internal fluidity, letting the ship and its captain choose the allocation of decks and change them at will. Dad couldn’t even construct a simple room by himself.



Oh, and can you put up a smile? my father asked. Just for a bit, at least?



Initially, I had no idea what he meant. When the bridge doors opened, however, it quickly became clear.



“So, this is Celi?” a short middle-aged man asked the moment I stepped in. He was wearing casual clothes, but I instantly recognized him as captain Lio Voll—my father’s boss. “You look exactly like what Cel imagined you.” He walked up to me and laughed.



“With some input from Mom as well, I’m sure.” I didn’t know how to respond so I smiled. This was the first time I’d seen any of my father’s commanding staff. The reason was never explained, but I suspected it had to do with me being considered underage until now. Me turning twenty-one was possibly the first instance they could legally approach me.



“Yep, you definitely have a lot of her as well.” The captain nodded, walking around me, as if I were an artifact on display. It seemed annoying at first, but then I saw the tears in the corners of his eyes. “I didn’t think I’d actually see it.” He looked straight at me, his expression the epitome of overflowing joy mixed with sadness. “For eighteen years Cel’s been petitioning to start the program and each year it was delayed. I almost thought he’d get a new captain before those fat asses gave him the okay.”



“Umm, I’m honored, sir.” There was nothing I could say to that.



“Lio has always been sentimental about this, don’t mind him,” my father’s voice filled the bridge. “Happy birthday, kiddo.”



Everyone began to clap. I felt embarrassed. It was like going to a party and have your father introduce you to his very important friends. I’d never been to a party, but I knew that the command staff on a ship this size were a big deal. For one thing, I knew from Melissa’s daily gossip that the captain had been approved for a vice-admiral position when he left the ship next year.



“And what birthday would it be without presents?” the captain asked, after whispering a few words in regard to my father. “Are you ready to be surprised, Celi?”



Please, don’t use that word. “I don’t think I’ll manage to be more surprised than I already am.” I kept the smile on my face.



“You’d better be,” the captain laughed, slapping his hand on my shoulder, then waved at two of his officers—weapons and navigation, based on their personnel files.



Two large metallic suitcases wrapped in large ribbons were placed in front of me. I tilted my head. Not what I had expected. I picked one up. It was heavy, but well within my capabilities. No sound or motion could be felt within, as if the whole suitcase was one big block of matter.



“What are they?” I asked.



Something that will change your universe, my father said inside my head.








Coming of age means a lot of things. For humans, it’s said to be linked to psychological and biological changes leading to the development of certain organs and a complete change in mentality. In my case, I had new components added to me through weeks of medical procedures. When I had reached twenty-one days, I thought I knew everything there was to know and all the talk of the universe changing was the rambling of an old battle cruiser. I had no idea how wrong I was.



“Don’t worry, it’s the same as last time,” Melissa said, while examining my seventh vertebrae. “There’s nothing to be alarmed. I’m just making you a few thousands times smarter.”



“Ha, ha,” I said from the operating table. 



And you’re not making me a few thousand times smarter. The number is one-point-four. After this replacement, half of my spine effectively ceased to be bone. Five power units and six additional processing cores had been added, increasing the number of subroutines under my control to nine hundred thousand—a minuscule number compared to a standard ship, but significantly more advanced. 



“Have you been experiencing any side effects?” the doctor asked as the cold ends of the instrument took hold of the vertebrae. Thanks to my nature, I didn’t register pain the same way people did, yet the feeling of cold still felt uncomfortable. 



“Just the vomiting.” I closed my eyes. There wasn’t anything to see anyway—I knew the room by heart, including the serial number of every component.



“Are you using your subroutines to monitor your digestion?” I felt the laser scalpel slice through part of my bone.



“No.” I still wasn’t used to controlling subroutines for anything other than simulations.



“Maybe you should,” Melissa whispered. “At least until things return to normal. There’s no shame in that, you know. You are a perfectly healthy ship. This is just part of growing up.”



Yeah, right. Ships didn’t grow up, but then again I wasn’t exactly a ship either. Right now, I was something in between.



I felt the processing core slip. All that was left was the tedious process of establishing connections with the rest of me. Thankfully, my nanites were going to take care of that under the watchful eye of Melissa.



“Sometimes I think you’re having too much fun.” I had some of my subroutines access my dad’s internal sensors. As usual, the request was granted. “You like working on me too much.”



“Fancy that,” she laughed. “You’re just one of twenty-four born ships. I don’t see why anyone would be excited, really.” Melissa mocked. “Admit it, you’re looking forward to it.”



I didn’t respond. As much as I liked to deny it, I was. It started when my father and his command staff had given me two suitcases of exo-nanites. The technology was cutting edge, multiple times more advanced than the standard ship variety. With the proper subroutines I could make pretty much anything with them. Technically, I was supposed to use them to form my frame when in space. I, however, hadn’t been able to resist experimenting with other shapes, to my father’s amusement, and the annoyance of Rocky and Poley.



“And done,” Melissa stated the obvious. “Let me just close that and you’re done for the week.”



“Yay,” I said in the dullest voice possible. “Only two thousand replacements to go.”



“Oh, definitely not that many,” the doctor laughed. “Next, we’ll add your boosters, add some life support, and then you’ll be ready for a test flight.”



She didn’t say a word about weapon systems, and that wasn’t everything she forgot to mention. My captain. I was going to also need a captain. That was the one thing that remained unchanged after centuries of technological advancement. No ship had the authority to remain autonomous; it had to be paired with a human captain at all times.



“Melissa, why am I having surgery?” I asked.



“What do you mean?”



“If my body was constructed, couldn’t I have been born with all the additional cores and ship systems instead of having them implanted?”



“Hmm, I’m not exactly sure.” I felt the hesitation in her voice. The doctor was lying. “You know what the fleet is like. Rules within rules for rules about rules,” she tried to laugh it off. “It’s probably because you are the first single-person ship. In a few decades it’ll all be sorted out.”



“Sure.” No it wouldn’t. After a few decades I’d remain a ship.



“Hey, how about you think of happier things?” She nudged me in the shoulder. “Aren’t you looking forward to your first flight in space? I know everyone else is.”



“I bet,” I laughed. “I just hope dad doesn’t embarrass me again.”



My first flight in space. I wondered how that would feel.








You’re getting careless, Celi, my father transmitted, after launching a barrage of missiles in my direction. Never attack head-on when you’re at a disadvantage.



Taking a sharp turn, I performed an S-maneuver and increased my speed. Normal people would spend their free time playing sports with their children on a planet somewhere; my father engaged in full combat military exercises. It was like three-dimensional chess, but with a kick to it. So far we’d done this forty-seven times. I’d lost every single one.



Dad was much larger than me, with more beam and mass weapons at his disposal, not to mention missiles, auxiliary satellites, mines, and a fleet of manned and unmanned shuttles. The only thing I had was speed, maneuverability, some short range beam emitters. On a tactical level, my role never was to replace any large ships, but to act as a short range support ship. However, I had one advantage he didn’t. Making another sharp turn, I boosted my way towards my father again, transmitting several waves of infiltration viruses.



So, you’re getting sneaky? he laughed. Interesting. I take it you’ve been talking to your mother again?



Who knows? I transmitted back.



I had been sending her flight data ever since the first time I learned to fly properly. In her present form, my mother lacked her previous processing capacity, but made a number of suggestions based on her previous experience. Her style was extremely unorthodox, forcing me to run simulations for days, just to be sure I had understood everything correctly. Much to my surprise, her advice worked over seventy-three percent of the time.



Two missiles exploded three hundred meters from me. The instant they did, DEAD! notifications flashed in front of my eyes. 



And you lost again, my father said, annoyingly pleased with the fact.



Dad, I’m not even a thousandth of your size! I grumbled, setting course for his nearest docking hangar. 



I know, I know. Just pointing out this ‘old antique’ still has it. He could be so full of himself at times. Good job, though. I had to isolate seven percent of my subroutines. A few more transmission bursts and who knows?



Thanks, Dad. I could tell he was being nice. I also doubted I had affected more than five percent of his systems. I’m heading to dock.



A hundred and eighty days had passed since my birth—a stretch of time that I once regarded as inconceivable. Now it seemed as if only yesterday I had stepped out of my birth chamber, all silent and confused with a ton of questions. Now, I was no longer confused, but the questions never ended.



Arriving at the hangar doors, my subroutines transmitted the authorization codes and my boarding request. The response was promptly received as the doors slid aside, letting me enter. The crew liked to joke that this was my docking bay, and to a certain degree, they were right. With the exception of a few transport shuttles, I was the only one using it on a regular basis. 



The moment I felt the bubble of Dad’s gravity, I broke up the connections of my external nanites, transforming my ship frame into an elastic shell around my body. Twisting around, I engaged my boosters one last time to break the inertia, then turned them off to safely land on the ground.



Engaging airlock. One of my father’s subsystems said in my head. Prepare for decontamination.



I loved this part—a sudden burst of warmth enveloping me after the icy flight in space. In this aspect, I was very different than my parents. They adored the touch of space. Me, I much preferred the coziness human atmosphere provided.



Decontamination complete. You may proceed aboard.



“Thanks, Dad,” I said, assembling my exo-nanites into to large cubes of mass on the hangar floor. “I’ll leave these here.”



Sure thing. It’s your special day today.



My special day. I guess you could call it that. My feelings on the matter were mixed. Today was the day I left that and boarded Tiberius—a transport ship that knew my mother—for a one-way trip to the pilot academy on Enigma IV. It was part of my schedule, and also a chance to see something different than my father, and still part of me felt like staying.



“Smooth flight,” Poley greeted me at the internal hangar door. “Almost five minutes this time.”



“Thanks.” I smiled as I walked past. I was going to miss him too. “In my world, five minutes is an eternity.”



“Doc wants to see you.”



“Will do.” I waved as I ran along the corridor. 



Every single person wished me luck on my way to the sickbay. It was a huge difference from a few months ago. At the time, I thought I’d never fit in. Now both me and the crew were much more relaxed about the whole matter. Even the few run-ins with the officer staff had been much more casual and open than before. I might still be the ship’s daughter, but I had also become a person.



“Hey, Melissa,” I said upon entering her domain. “What’s on the list for today?” I sat on the medical slab without waiting for a response. “Standard check, or will you be adding something?”



I waited. There was no response.



“Doc?” I looked up. 



Melissa was sitting silently on her chair in the corner of the room. Her eyes were slightly red. Have you been crying? Then it hit me. After today, she wasn’t going to see me again. I could only guess what that meant for her. Of everyone onboard, she had spent the most time with me. If there was anyone who I would consider close, that was her, and in less than an hour I’d leave her behind. Did it feel like a betrayal on my part?



“Oh, don’t mind me.” She smiled, forcing a laugh. “I’ll be fine. Just getting a bit emotional in my old age.”



According to her file, she didn’t have any children, although thanks to medical science she could still form a family if she wished. In a way, I could understand what she was going through. It was different for people. My mom and dad were perfectly fine knowing I was out there, potentially receiving a transmission every few months from me. Their cores weren’t constructed for deep bonds. The closest thing was the link to their captains. Humans took things much more personally. It was strange, and yet it also felt nice.



“I promise I’ll write as much as possible.” I sat up. “I’ll try at least.”



“I know you will.” Melissa stood up, then walked to me. I expected her to give me a hug. She didn’t, handing me a small package instead. “Happy three months, Celi. Be safe and always smiling. And be sure to find a great captain.”



I opened the box. There was a badge of a smiling star inside.








Solum Corpus Animae Sidera. Those were the first words I saw after I landed on Enigma IV, carved on the base of a statue as big as my father. It was impossible for them not to create an impression, yet it was insignificant compared to the planet itself. On the trip here, I had gone through several virtual reality simulations in preparation for this moment, and still I found myself lacking.



This is impossible. I let go of my nanite suitcases and stared into the horizon. Landmasses continued as far as the eye could see. It was like being in space, but with a floor underneath. Just looking at it made me want to fly to the nearest landmass and back.



“Excuse me, Miss,” a firm male voice said behind me. “Do you need assistance?”



I turned around. A large man in a light gray uniform was standing there. I had a few of my subroutines perform a search to identify his uniform while I took a few steps towards him.



“Hello.” I waved casually. Since I didn’t have his data on file, I had to improvise—which meant act more like Melissa. “I’m a ship assigned to train at the academy.” I pointed at the large complex in the mountain just beyond the statue. “It’s my first day.”



“You mean you’re a pilot, Miss,” the man corrected. The uniform was identified as belonging to the starport authority, and the insignia suggested the man was a sergeant. 



“No, I’m a ship,” I corrected. “I’ve come here to find a pilot.”



“I think there might be some confusion, Miss.” The man crossed his arms. “Might I have your ident?”



“My ident?” Was this guy an idiot? My nanites were my identification. Even Rock and Poley knew that. “Okay.” I extended my left arm forward. “Here.”



My reaction confused the man. He spent the first three seconds staring at my hand, after which he straightened up and called for backup on his wrist communicator. I did not move, patiently waiting for him to scan me. 



Are you really this slow? I sighed, looking him in the eye. We could have been done ten times over by now.



“She’s a member of the academy,” a middle aged woman in a red tunic said. “Priority clearance.”



This was the first time I had heard of such a term, but it managed to make the man nervous. Seconds after hearing those words, his face turned pale. He immediately apologized to me, then to the woman, then hurried away back into the starport terminal.



“That was weird.” I tilted my head.



“Hardly,” the woman sighed. “Are you Celestial Light?” 



“Yes.” I nodded with a smile. “Are you part of the academy?”



“Grab your nanites and get registered.” The woman turned around. “And don’t run late.”



“Sure.” That also felt weird. I snatched my suitcases and ran in the direction of the academy registration terminal. “Thank you!”



Later I would learn that the woman was Dean Voa McMillan—a retired fleet admiral, overseeing the entire ship training program. She was the one who would determine when I, or any of the other ships, would be ready to take on a captain and be cleared for active duty.



As I reached the registration, a slight drizzle had started falling from the sky. From what I had read in my father’s library files, the part of Enigma IV where I was to be had a temperatel climate accompanied by frequent rain showers. This was the first time I had felt rain outside of virtual reality. My mother had once told me that she adored rain because it reminded her if space. I didn’t share her enthusiasm. Clutching my suitcases, I rushed to shelter.



The registration area was more or less what I expected: a large empty space that broke up into dozens of corridors. In the distance, I could see part of a land transport shuttle, potentially leading everyone who had registered to the academy proper. In terms of size, the building wasn’t anything special, yet the abundance of empty space made it appear three times larger than it was. Giant signs displaying directions to the nearest registration booth floated around.



Fourteen twenty-seven. I spotted an opening and went in the instructed direction. Shortly after, I reached an interview counter in one of the corridors.



“Welcome, Miss,” a smiling woman with long blond hair greeted me. “How may I be of assistance?”



“Hello.” I put the suitcases on the floor in front of me. “I’d like to register.” I paused. “I think I might have priority clearance.”



“Name please?”



“Celi,” I replied without thinking, “Or Celestial Light,” I added.



“Thank you, Miss.” The woman typed something on her console. “Could I ask for your identification?”



“Sure.” Here we go again. I placed my wrist against the glass of the counter. Unlike the guy before, this woman knew what she was doing. It took her precisely one second to take out a nanite reader and scan me.



“Thank you.” She glanced at the readings, then put the reader away. “First time on Enigma IV, Miss Light?”



The name made me cringe. “First time on any planet ever,” I replied.



“In that case, let me congratulate you for choosing to start here.” She seemed nice, almost as gossipy as Melissa, though in an entirely different way. “We don’t get many ships here. Are you starting in a teaching position?”



“Umm, no, I’m here as a student.” I tried not to laugh. At six months old, I doubted I was teacher material.



“Oh?” The woman gave me a surprised look, before focusing her attention back on her consoles. “Oh, my apologies. You’re part of the single-pilot program.”



“Yep.” That I was, and completely clueless as to what entailed. “Are there others like me?”



“According to the allocation list, twenty-four, though you are the first to arrive.”



“Ah.” I nodded, as if there was any difference. 



“Just bear with me a moment more.” The woman typed something else in. “You’ve been assigned your own wing in the academy dorm. You’ll be transmitted the internal rules and code of conduct upon arrival, but the brief version is: do not cause too much noise or chaos, and refrain from flying without proper authorization.”



Lady, you should see what it’s like living with my father.



“Here we go.”  She reached to some sort of device, then handed me a small metallic card and a badge-pin the size of my thumbnail. “This is your identification. You’re advised to keep it with you at all times. The ident badge is exclusively used by the academy, but can also be read by local law enforcement, including starport security.”



“I’ll keep that in mind.” I pinned it onto my blouse next to Melissa’s gift.. Not exactly a fashion statement, but it would do.



“You’re also granted a double room you can access with your ident badge.” 



“I’ll be staying with another ship?” I asked, surprised.



“Of course not.” The woman smiled. “Once you have found your captain, you’ll be staying with them.”



My captain... The word made me freeze up for no reason. It was as if my core, along with all of its subroutines, had hiccuped, wreaking chaos in my mind. I felt my pulse hasten. Only now, five months after I had found out I could fly, had it finally kicked in. I would be getting a captain, my first captain. Starting today, I had set off on my own personal journey of discovery. From this day on, I’d form my own bonds, acquire my own experiences, and not have to rely on others to give it to me. 



I looked at my identity card. The name Celestial “Celi” Light was written on it with small block letters, right above my biometric strip. I slid my fingers over its plastic-aluminum surface, as if to remind myself it was real. 



From today on, I’m no longer just my father’s daughter.



“Is everything alright, Miss Light?” I heard the woman ask. “Is there anything you’d like me to explain?”



“No.” I put the ident card in my pocket. “Everything is fine.” I smiled.



Six months ago, a subsystem of my father’s had asked how I felt. I didn’t know the answer back then. I didn’t know it five minutes ago. Yet now I did. For the first time in my existence, I finally felt myself.
      

      
   
      Memories of Home


      

      
      
         There wasn’t much left. The crumbling façade of the building across the road used to have something written on it, but now all that could be identified was the letters AM and the numbers 1 and 0 laying nearby. It had been some sort of weapons depot before it had been bombed, but its exact purpose didn’t matter anymore. What mattered was the underground portion of it. The building had suffered three air strikes, two ground team sweeps and an orbital strike within days of each other. Half of the building was nothing but rubble, no windows were still intact, and whatever might have been left inside had been removed by the ground teams before the orbital strike. That was fine, though. That they had used an orbital strike meant they were finished with it, and it had been crossed off the list as a potential threat.



Chowzee saw it and knew it would be perfect. It was a shell of its former self on the outside, but what she wanted was the basement. Not just any basement, either. This was a basement that could withstand any pounding the military forces of the world could give it and survive. It wouldn’t be able to handle repeated strikes for long, but that was the reason for the second part of her criteria: That it be crossed off the list of potential threats. She couldn’t have them coming back and looking for any lost weapons or hiding guerilla forces. It had to look like a wreck, but still be protective, and it had to be abandoned.



Chowzee hefted the sack she was carrying onto her back and stood up. Her antennae cleared the bush first and she waited, sensing the wind for any disturbances. When she was satisfied there was nothing, her head came out and she looked about, searching for threats.



The underbrush she was hiding in was sparse, but for her it was good camouflage. She was nude, so it blended well with her brown colors and spindly limbs, allowing her to appear no different from the dying woods around her. She scanned the landscape for movement, and once she was satisfied there was nothing nearby, she leaned forward and scuttled across the ground on all fours. She stopped every so often to look around, antennae flicking about and mandibles clicking. She repeated the movement, making her way across the shattered crater until she had reached the building. She took one last look around to make sure she hadn’t been followed or spotted, then disappeared inside.



The interior of the building looked even worse than the outside. Where the outside had scattered stones littered about, the interior of the building was filled with fallen drywall, shattered glass, and charred concrete. The corridors within were filled with dangerous debris from top to bottom in places. Jagged edges poking out of piled concrete with jutting steel bars all over the place. Chowzee had experience with these outposts, however, and knew what she was looking for. She was hunting for an entrance to the underground portion of the building. Beneath every depot there were reinforced tunnels that criss-crossed the facility from front to back, providing protection from attacks that would destroy the upper façade. The ground forces that had followed the air strikes had cleared them out, and the orbital strike was cleanup, but one wouldn’t be sufficient to collapse the underground. The tunnels would likely still be standing beneath the rubble, she just had to find an entrance.



 Chowzee had been stationed at one of these outposts during her time with the military. She had even helped construct a similar set of tunnels because of her talent with digging. She had never fired a weapon, despite being part of it, and had only done grunt work. Her kind were not allowed to serve as soldiers in the human’s military, ostensibly to avoid blame in case any of them died in combat. The ensuing diplomatic troubles those deaths may cause between their two species could escalate, given enough of them, so she was kept on staff as a simple worker. It suited her.



Chowzee was a Formican. They had arrived from another planet deep underground through a dark tunnel the humans called a Stargate. She had understood later that it was called that as a reference to something the humans called a “teeveeshow”. Chowzee had never understood it, but this thing that caused them to travel from their planet to Earth was a hole in space that had been buried underground, and the Formicans had passed through it to get here.



The beginning was rough. Chowzee’s people were considered an invasion force and there were many deaths before the humans realized they weren’t fighting back. Once communication had been established, the Formicans were locked up, the tunnel sealed, and they hadn’t been allowed back into it ever since. They were kept under careful surveillance for many years before being allowed to enjoy somewhat normal lives. None of them remembered where the Stargate was, so they had given up trying to get home, instead seeking happiness of a sort. 



The Formicans enjoyed fame enough. They were prized for their strength and so were paid well to take part in manual labor, carrying many times the weight of a human. Others went on tour to see the new world and still others took to fighting, their strength giving them an edge in sports and underground competitions. Chowzee, however, wanted to get back home, so she had taken a job with the military in the hopes of getting access to the Stargate, wherever it was.



She had never gotten the chance. A war had broken out among the humans over something. It ostensibly hadn’t involved Formicans, though there were those who claimed so. Formicans were disturbing to humans, in looks and in temperament, so there were many who claimed they were invaders even if they seemed harmless. Either way, the war was started among humans, by humans, for human reasons Chowzee didn’t understand. The Formicans, as new citizens of the planet, could therefore not escape it. 



Because they looked like Earth’s ant-creatures, humans thought the Formicans had a Queen hidden somewhere telling them what to do and how to behave. They were right, in a way. Formicans did answer to a Queen, but she had not come with them through the Stargate. A Formican could metamorphose into a queen (given time and the inclination to breed), but there hadn’t been one yet. The humans were wary, however, and had questioned many Formicans to find out more about their unusual biology.



Chowzee made a quiet clicking noise and waved her antennae as she walked about the building. She listened and felt the wind, searching for the entrance to the underground. She sensed the movement of the air around her and finally felt a slight breeze coming from a pile of rubble. She chittered in excitement: A breeze meant a hole, and a hole meant the tunnel! 



Chowzee let out a triumphant clicking and began digging. Her arms appeared spindly to some, but every inch of them was sinewy muscle, meant for digging and lifting. She was a simple creature, frequently assumed to be stupid by her human comrades, but if there was anything she excelled at, it was digging. There were times she wondered if her enjoyment was instinctual or if she legitimately had fun doing it, but every time she pondered the subject she concluded that it didn’t matter, because if she was good at it she was probably going to end up doing it for fun or for work anyway.



Chowzee’s mind went blank while she dug. She let herself work automatically, removing debris and preparing a tunnel entrance. At some point she was aware she had set the sack off to the side to protect the cargo inside. It was in a safe place, protected from above and the sides, but within easy view. When she finally cleared the tunnel and set the rubble up in an elliptical pile over and around the entrance, night had fallen. She straightened, admired the neat hole she had burrowed into the debris, then stretched and went to fetch the sack from where she had left it. When she turned around, she was greeted by another Formican with a gun. He leveled his weapon at her and pushed the sack behind himself with a booted foot.



“Hello, Chowzee,” he said.



Chowzee raised her hands and tasted the air. She could tell he was male by the shape of his abdomen and size of his antennae, but besides that, his scent smelled human. He was wearing their clothes; a uniform she recognized as military, but one that was unfamiliar to her. Formicans weren’t usually allowed to have guns, though, and certainly weren’t sent to the front lines as soldiers. Who was he working for that he had a gun, and why were they allowing him to work alone? Among the human smells she smelled part of him, and learned his name from it, despite the covering scents. 



“Borazoo,” she said. “What pleasure this for?” Her human was stilted and sloppy. She had never picked it up very well, hence her reputation for being stupid.



He laughed, but he did not sound happy. It was probably a cruel laugh. Ironic laughter, the humans called it. That was when someone laughed at something they did not truly find funny. Chowzee was never very good at identifying any of the human mannerisms. Others of her species had picked it up with ease, but Chowzee had quickly been left behind. That was one of the reasons she had never been given many responsibilities and never got near the Stargate.



“Chowzee, I see you’re still as stupid as ever. You don’t remember me, I imagine, but I remember you. My job was to observe, so I’m afraid I have you at a disadvantage. I’m disappointed that in all the time I watched you, you never learned the language. You gave us a bad name among your coworkers.” He scraped a booted foot along the ground. He had put holes in the heels so his rear claw could stick out the back, she noticed. The boots were not made for him. “You were so easy to follow, you know. Everyone knew you wanted to get near the gate, but no one ever knew why. Having been in charge of the Formican division with my employers, we came to the conclusion you were answering to someone else. Looks like I was right,” Borazoo said. His foot kicked backward, hitting the sack with his rear claw. Chowzee heard a crack, and she clicked angrily.



“Why you do?” Chowzee said, her hands lowering back down. Borazoo kept the gun trained on her and she didn’t move closer, but her hands stayed in fists at her sides.



“I do because of that,” he said, mocking her speech. He motioned the gun down at her fists. “See, the others took to Earth quite easily. We all picked up the language and the habits and everything real nice-like. We learned the lingo and the body language and all else, but you didn’t. Sure, there are others like you, but most of them didn’t disappear like you did. That’s why I’m here, you see. Came to the last facility you were seen at and followed your trail. I lost you for a bit, but, here we are.” He leaned forward and fired once, shooting the wall behind Chowzee. She didn’t flinch, neither at the noise nor at the bullet passing by her head. “Like that, yeah. You’re too focused on your precious cargo to worry about yourself. Nah, you’re acting like you are for a reason, and I’m here to find out why.”



“How am act?” Chowzee said, taking a single step closer. Her eyes moved down to the sack, then back up at Borazoo and his gun.



“More like a machine than the rest of us.” He tapped his mandibles with an antenna. “You smell different, too. Easy to follow, like there’s something familiar there I’ve been missing for years. Something that smells like home, as the humans say.”



Chowzee clicked curiously and tilted her head at him. Her eyes narrowed and she leaned forward, then took another step closer. “Numbers are come?”



Borazoo shook his head at her and shrugged in confusion. “I’m not rightly sure what you mean by that.”



“Others, they follow?”



“Nah, I didn’t call anyone. They can track me, though, so I wouldn’t get too comfy. You kill me, and you’ll have to move my whole body somewhere else. Won’t that be a waste of time?” He gave a cheeky wave of his antenna, mirth apparent in his eyes.



She leaned back but didn’t move away from him. “What you want?”



“I want to know what you’re doing and if it’s what I think it is, I want to help.”



“I—” Chowzee tilted her head. She wasn’t exactly sure what she was doing, now that she thought about it.



Chowzee put a hand to her mandibles in thought. She was looking for something underground. Something protected from outside that wasn’t likely to be invaded and that could withstand assaults. That was why she had picked this building, because the underground portion of the base would be perfect for… for…



“Chowzee?” Borazoo interrupted her thoughts.



She shook her head and looked at him. “I here to eggs,” she said and pointed at the sack behind him.



Borazoo nodded as if he had expected the answer. “Yeah, yeah. That makes sense.” He leaned down, keeping the gun pointed at her. He opened the sack to reveal scores of small, off-white eggs. He clicked in satisfaction. “You’re going to hatch them, yeah?”



She nodded and clicked in excitement. The Formican queen hadn’t come through the Stargate with them and they had been left to fend for themselves, which had ended with many of the Formicans adapting to human society. But despite there having been male and female Formicans in equal number, in all the years they’d been living here they had never reproduced. It was a big subject on the news, or so Chowzee had heard.



“Just one problem, Chowzee. I have one little question that springs to mind about this whole situation: Where’d you get the eggs?” Borazoo asked.



“I make,” Chowzee said, confusion plain on her face.



Borazoo shook his head and waved his antennae in dismissal. “No, you didn’t. These don’t smell like you, and you haven’t metamorphosed. These aren’t yours, so whose are they?”



Chowzee clicked and tilted her head. She tried to remember laying eggs, or even engaging with a male to make any. It was forbidden to create eggs of your own without the Queen’s approval, but without the Queen here females were left to make their own judgment call. No matter how hard she wracked her brain, though, Chowzee couldn’t remember ever laying any eggs or even being near a male Formican before Borazoo found her. He was right, though. Chowzee remained slim and the same size as him, meaning she hadn’t metamorphosed into a queen and couldn’t have lain those eggs.



“I don’t know,” she finally said.



Borazoo threw up a hand in anger. “Dammit, Chowzee! If there is a queen out there, and she gave you these eggs, we need to find her! We need to make sure she’s alive and will stay that way! I hate how stupid you are.”



Chowzee glared at him. She couldn’t speak the language well, and she came across as a bit single-minded, but she wasn’t stupid. She just didn’t know how to communicate in the human’s language. So, if he didn’t like her human speech, maybe he would listen to her Formican. She clicked angrily at him in the Formican language, “Why do you want to know so badly? Why does it matter where I got them and from whom? They’re a queen’s eggs and they need to be protected and raised in safety! You know the humans would want to study and dissect any eggs we laid to ensure they’re not a danger! They won’t allow us to breed without constant supervision! We’re machines to them! Tools!” 



Borazoo just stared at her, mandibles swaying in confusion.



“You not speak,” Chowzee said as she looked him up and down in his human clothes, with his human weapon, hiding behind human strength.



“I haven’t had a need to speak anything but human for years, Chowzee. With so few of us on their planet, the occasions where I’d meet another Formican in any given year were so rare I could count them on one hand,” Borazoo said.



“Why want Queen, if so little caring?”



“I told you, it’s for her safety and our future.”



“Raise human.” Chowzee waved a hand up and down at him, taking in his clothes and weapon.



“Yes, they would be raised in a human environment to ensure their safety. Constant supervision, protection, and a guarantee that we would be given our own land to live on once this war is over.”



“Who promise?” Chowzee didn’t recognize the symbol on Borazoo’s clothes. She had been so busy looking at another Formican that she hadn’t really looked at the detailed markings on them. Now that she had, she realized she didn’t know the insignia. It wasn’t the same as the one she had seen at the facilities she’d been stationed at.



“The government,” was all he said.



“Which government?” she asked, tightening her hands into fists and crouching low.



Borazoo glared at her for a moment and raised his gun.



Chowzee dropped down to all fours just as Borazoo’s gun went off. The projectile glanced off her shoulder, leaving a crack in her carapace as she fell to the ground. She scuttled sideways and lashed out with a leg in a long, sweeping motion. Borazoo hopped and fired a series of wild shots at her as she skittered away. He followed after her, sprinting on two legs as she backed up. He fired short bursts, but couldn’t keep up with her erratic movements. Bullets bounced off the floor and wall near her, but none made contact. Chunks of concrete flew as Chowzee dug her claws into the wall, climbed up it and crawled along the ruined ceiling.



“What the hell?” Borazoo yelled in surprise. He backpedaled, firing in crazy, panicked arcs at her as she approached him from above. She was too close to him, and he was unbalanced. She felt a bullet tear into her abdomen but ignored it, single-mindedly focused on Borazoo.



She soon proved faster than him. Moving on all fours, she carried herself across the ceiling and got close enough to slap his antenna with her own. It was disorienting for them both, but she focused on his smell, not on what she was seeing, and dropped from the roof on top of him. A burst of bullets fired past her ear as she tore the gun out of his grip.



“No gun!” she yelled, then bent it in half.



“Jesus Christ!” Borazoo let her have the gun and pressed a hand to his microphone. “My position! Backup, now!”



Chowzee reached up and gripped Borazoo on either side of his head, then began pulling. “Backup, no!”



Borazoo clapped his own hands to her wrists, trying to ease the pressure on his neck. “Chowzee, stop! We can help you! We can raise them together, with human help! We can raise them right!”



“Like humans!”



“Yes, like” — he strained against her strength — “like humans! They’ll have jobs, they’ll have homes, they’ll have community!”



“Human job! Human home! Human community!” Chowzee shouted, then ripped his head clean off. Borazoo’s mandibles clicked in silent speech for a few moments after his head was torn away from the rest of him. It dripped blue ichor onto her hands and the floor. “We not human,” she said to the severed head, then tossed it to the side.



Chowzee left the body where it lay twitching and returned to the sack full of eggs. She opened it to check the cargo and was pleased to find most of them still intact. They were small, each one about the size of her thumb, and fragile. She was sure some had broken during all the excitement, not to mention Borazoo’s treatment of the sack’s contents, but she would have time to check later. For now, Borazoo had called for backup, and she needed to get to safety. She slung the sack over her shoulder and headed for the tunnel she had excavated.



Her antennae twitched and felt the disturbance before she heard it. A helicopter, if she remembered her machines correctly. The sound of it approaching came through the air soon after, the *fwupfwupfwup* of its blades a telltale signature. She knew helicopters from her time in the military and knew this one would be full of Soldiers intent on her death. Chowzee had suspected they might find her. She had hoped otherwise, but she had a plan just in case. That was yet another reason she had picked a location like this.



Chowzee entered the tunnel. She climbed down the stairs to a door that had been forced open during the original invasion of this outpost. She placed the eggs behind the intact half of the double doors then returned to the entrance. The sound of the helicopter was much louder, and beneath the sounds of the blades she could hear voices up above yelling orders in the human language. Booted feet stomped around, covering the grounds of the building. They had found the body and were following the blue ichor trail to her tunnel entrance. They were here for her and the eggs, but she wasn’t about to give them the satisfaction. 



She tiptoed up the stairs to the arching pile of debris she had made and reached for a rock she had strategically built into it for support. There was a shout of alarm as she exposed herself, and then gunfire. Most shots missed, but one struck her already weakened shoulder just as the rock fell out of place. Chowzee allowed herself to fall backward, covering her head with her arms and tucking herself into a ball as she rolled back down the stairs. The roof collapsed in on itself behind her, burying the stairwell in a flood of rubble. It followed her, hot on her heels as she rolled. She hit the bottom of the stairs and flipped onto her front, running on all fours away from the collapsing pile. She passed the hiding place where she had placed the eggs and grabbed them on her way, skittering as fast as she could down the hall, away from danger. 



She slowed when she was sure the pile had settled. Her shoulder ached and bled, but she ignored it. She passed through dark, unseen passages, using her antenna as a guide through enclosing walls of concrete and steel. She was looking for something very specific inside these walls. She didn’t know exactly what it was, but she knew she would recognize it when she found it.



While she wandered, her mind did the same. She tried to ignore the pain in her shoulder and abdomen, and thought about happier times. Times with laughter and fun. Times with… with friends… like the friend who had given her the eggs. 



She knew the right word was given and not taken, because the smell she associated with it was pleasant. She had been given the eggs and orders to find a safe place to hatch them by someone she trusted. Someone she had been friends with before she had forgotten them. Her forgetfulness was caused by that someone, she was sure, because there were orders intertwined with the forgetfulness: Safety. Dig. Protect. Hatch. Chowzee understood why her friend would have done it, but the loss of their memory still made her sad.



She smelled something moist in the air and she followed it to a room deep in the facility. At the back of it there was a weaker wall that had cracked, through which she could smell soil. Delightful, earthy soil! She set the eggs down in an adjacent room, surrounded them with protective items of furniture and other detritus in the building, then returned to the room with the crack and began digging.



Chowzee’s injuries pained her, but she ignored them and dug her claws time and time again into the wall. Concrete cracked, steel bent, and earth gave way under her efforts. When she hit soil, the moisture in it refreshed her, giving her strength to continue. Formican physiology was built to absorb water, so she could work without needing to stop and hunt for a larger source. As she passed by roots and other things underground she would eat them to sustain herself, consuming certain minerals directly as needed. She instinctively knew what was necessary for survival, the faint memory of the scent of her friend telling her how to hide the eggs and care for them. The knowledge of it all had somehow been attached directly to the memory of her friend’s smell.



The smell of the Queen.



She stopped digging a moment as she realized that the friend that had entrusted her with this job had been the Queen! A Formican Queen had metamorphosed and given her eggs! They had even been friends! Chowzee dug with renewed strength, knowing that this was the most important thing she had ever done in her life. The eggs’ safety was paramount, entrusted to her by The Queen! 



She burrowed into the wall of the building, claws scraping and mandibles digging until there was a spherical room behind it. She went back into the facility and dragged material over to the spherical room, lining the walls with concrete and steel. She shored up the dirt walls, reinforced the supports, then created a nest out of dirt, paper, and fabric. It was inside this room she placed the eggs, pouring them out of the sack into the nest. She sifted through them, looking for any broken ones, then took those out and set them aside in a small alcove, inside which she vomited up a gooey-black substance which would grow into a fungus the larva could eat.



There was a tremor, and Chowzee’s nest was tested as a low rumble shook through the facility causing thin lines of dirt to fall from above. Thankfully, the building didn’t collapse any further, but they would break through the rubble barrier eventually. They knew she was down here, they had seen her, and she was the loose end that would keep them coming back until she was dead. She cursed Borazoo for bringing them here, him and his foolish notions of human-raised Formicans. Despite his interference, however, she had a plan. If they wanted her dead, they would have her; dead.



Chowzee resolutely took hold of her left antenna and tore it off. She licked it, covering it in saliva from top to bottom, then left it on top of the eggs. Her scent would tell them everything they needed to know about her and give them her knowledge of the Formican language. They would unfortunately learn some of the human language as well, but only her level of proficiency. Her smell would tell them about her and her life, and they would — most importantly — know her name.



She made to leave the nest, but her stomach twisted, and she felt bile building in her gut. She instinctively leaned over the nest of eggs, felt a churning in her stomach and regurgitated strong-smelling goop, spreading it out over the eggs. It was painful, but the smell of it brought back memories of the Queen. Her friend, the Queen. Memories long-hidden of her and the Queen, hiding somewhere together, came back to her. 



They were in a room not unlike this nest she had made, with a clutch of eggs in the center, waiting to hatch. In the memory, a rhythmic pounding hammered their shelter, trying to get in. Chowzee saw her friend, the Queen, giving her the sack full of eggs and ordering her to dig. They had shared a kiss, or something the humans would call a kiss, and the queen had fed her these fluids through it. Afterward, they had shared a quick hug, and Chowzee had dug away, leaving the Queen behind. She had shed her clothes as she had shed her memories of the Queen, the kiss wiping them away. In their place came the order: Hatch the eggs somewhere safe and free of humans. 



The memories faded and Chowzee felt weakness fill her limbs. The Queen had taken the choice away from her, it would seem. The hatchlings would remember the Queen and her, and no one else, but they needed to grow up in safety. Safety that could only be assured with the delivery of Chowzee’s own body to the humans she had escaped from.



Chowzee dragged herself out of the nest. She covered the entrance with broken and fragmented concrete and filled it with dirt, hiding the entrance as best she could. She then moved down the myriad halls of the facility, destroying whatever she could on her way. She wanted to create as many blockades as she could, and make it seem like she hadn’t made it very far. Beams fell, dirt cascaded downward and chunks of concrete collapsed inward as she went. Chowzee’s leg got caught under a particularly nasty avalanche and she tore it off without a second thought. Hands powerful enough to dig through stone made short work of her own body. She left it behind her, trailing blue ichor. 



She made her way, hobbling on three limbs, until she was back at the stairs. She could hear the humans drilling away at the concrete, even now unwilling to leave her alone. She knew it was only a matter of time until they broke through and found her, so she was going to make sure all they had to return home with was a corpse. 



She ripped into the concrete walls, scraping away at the seams in it with her powerful limbs. She tore at the mortar and rivets that held it all together, pulling away chunks of it as her claws bled. The one thing Chowzee had always been good at was digging, and so she dug. The humans knew it, her queen knew it, and so with every ounce of failing strength she had, she dug.



Stone fell away at her touch, even weakened as she was. When a chunk of it finally came out from the wall, the rest followed easily. She exposed the reinforced bars underneath and yanked at them, tearing away still larger chunks of it until the roof began to give way. She stayed, waiting as it came down upon her, helping it along with her hands held high. Her nest was complete, the eggs were safe, and she welcomed the collapsing building with open arms.







Chowzee lay dying, buried underneath the crushing weight of an entire roof. She could see through the haze of pain and looming death the dust from the humans’ tools breaking into the facility. She coughed, and some of the Queen’s slime came up. The scent reached her, and memories of her friend filled her mind. She remembered her friend’s caring touch and her cheerful looks. She reached out with her only free hand for the phantom and felt the Queen’s touch. Chowzee clicked to her in the Formican tongue, telling her the eggs were safe, they would never be found. Her friend’s phantom antennae expressed their joy to her, and Chowzee’s hand dropped, too weak to stay aloft. She would never see them grow, but there would be a new generation of Formicans who remembered both her, and the Queen, and what they were. What they fought for. Who remembered what they were before. They would be Formicans who were untouched by human hands. Formicans who were free.



The End.
      

      
   
      Try-Again


      

      
      
         When I was nine years old, you caught me reading a book with a flashlight under the covers. “Our youngest is a night owl,” you’d said to Mother later that evening. On the fourth trip up to New York to visit Mom-mom, you noticed that I always fell asleep in the car. “Like me, when I was his age. Whenever I was fussy my parents would put me in the car seat and drive around the block. I was out like a light before they turned the first corner.”



You never go to sleep before midnight, these days, and I wonder if you would have someone drive you around in the back seat, if you could.



It doesn’t surprise me that the clock reads 2:04 when I hear the creak of your bed through the wall. I wait another hour, to be certain, before I slip out of my room. The night is a cold one, and my feet freeze to the hardwood floor with every step I take. I imagine that if I stop moving, my toes will get stuck to the floor and snap off.

  

The moon is almost full tonight. You commented on it yesterday, and then paused as though you expected me to say something. You know there’s a specific word for it, but you’ve never bothered to look it up. Most of the dictionaries are in my room anyway. The moonlight’s reflecting off the snow coating the ground, streaming in through the windows. That light traveled 95 million miles to stretch across our living room. 



Mother would always close the curtains in winter. You never bothered, but you’re a big man and the cold doesn’t sweep through you like it does for me.



Armistice is sleeping next to the door to the basement, right on top of a heating vent. As I open the door, he wakes up and yawns widely. Bending down, I scratch behind his big, floppy ears. “Good boy, Misti,” I murmur. His tail wags limply, and as he gets up to follow me downstairs I can hear his joints popping.



I learned the combination to the gun safe from watching you, when you come downstairs to clean the rifles after a day out hunting or target shooting. You never ask if I want to come with you, but I never ask if you want me to come.



The first time you took me out hunting, I carried my .22 rifle as though it were a sword and imagined that the squirrel we were out to end was really a monster from under my bed in disguise. I was just as slight and thin, back then, and I always stared at how you carried my rifle one-handed when my arms got sore. Once, I bragged to my friends that you never got tired.



You’re a night owl, too.



The movement behind the fallen tree had startled me, that first hunt, but you didn’t turn away then. You’d handed me my little-big rifle, and pointed. “Take aim,” you’d said, voice hushed.



I’d thought it was a squirrel, in that flash of motion and your voice in my ear yelling, “Now! Now!” I caught a bare glimpse of a head, but then it was gone. When we peered over the log, a dead chipmunk was lying there. Its hind leg was twitching.



I hadn’t picked up a firearm since then, except to help you sort through the gun safe, or to make appreciative noises over some new acquisition.



I know now you saw right through me, then.



There was one rifle you rarely took out to fire, and which you spent hours poring over every month, cleaning and adjusting and holding it with white knuckles. I once startled you when you were working on it, and you’d flowed out of your seat and raised it as though it were nothing but air.



The old rifle is heavy in my hands, as I turn it over and trace my fingers along the blued metal and dark wooden stock. The wood is stained lighter, by the grip and the forestock. There’s a crude inscription carved along one side. It reads, “Try-Again Tom.”



I struggle to keep the rifle steady as I press the stock against my shoulder, looking down the iron sights and imagining it weighs nothing, that the kick of recoil against me is nothing, and that my shoulder wouldn’t ache after pulling the trigger. The front sight sags as my arms tire, then shakes as my muscles strain, and finally I lower the rifle. It isn’t even loaded.



Try-Again Tom.



Misti hears you moving before I do. He grunts and raises his head from his paws, head cocked to one side. The floorboard beside your bed creaks, and then the hinge of your bedroom door groans. Your feet thump down the stairs to the basement just as I’m setting the old rifle back in the safe. The old dog stands shakily and greets you with a wagging tail as you pause at the bottom step.



“Couldn’t sleep,” you say, and scratch him behind the ears. It’s a question and an explanation.



“No,” I say. “I kept thinking about what you said about Mother and me. And….”



You nod slowly and then reach past me, picking up the old rifle. It rests easily in your big hands. The patches of lighter stained wood match your grip on it perfectly as you raise it to your shoulder, eyes locked on some distant target. The front sight sits unwavering for almost a minute before you look at me, rifle still at your shoulder, holding some clear enemy at bay.



“Today was Sunday. Don’t you have school tomorrow, Junior?” you ask. It’s really an order.



“They’ll probably cancel. There’s still snow on the ground,” I say, turning toward the stairs. “Good night, Dad.”



You hum in response, and set the rifle back in the safe. It’s 4:23 when I hear you walk up the stairs to bed, and I close my copy of The Hobbit.








Monday morning comes early, as Mother knocks on my door. The radio said school was canceled. My hands brush against the top bunk as I stretch. The curtains are glowing, and the world outside is bright as Heaven. My heavy eyelids are a brilliant orange when I blink.



When I trudge downstairs, you’re standing at the window in the kitchen. Your eyes are focused up the mountain, squinting.



“Is that a deer?” you ask, and point. I lean next to you, sighting down your arm. At the tip of your finger, a dark blotch moves against the canvas of trees and snow.



I nod quietly, and you grunt in reply, letting the silence stretch.



“Looks like a doe,” I say.



I’m still staring at the deer when you step back and go downstairs. You return with a rifle in your hands, and ask if it's still there.



I almost say no, but I nod instead.



The door slams a moment later, and you’re gone.







After breakfast, I yell upstairs to Mother that I’m going out for a short hike. She tells me not to leave the house without a hunting vest. I don’t reply, but I grab a blaze-orange vest and a matching hat on my way out.



A shot echoes through the woods when I close the door behind me.



I find you halfway up the mountain, in a small clearing where sometimes we find shed antlers in the fall. The doe is lying on her side at your feet. Pink froth dusts her muzzle, and there’s a neat and bloody hole in her chest. I stand still as you look up at me, the sun caught in your eyes like headlights. The light dies when you gesture for me to carry your rifle. 



As you bend down to heave her carcass over your shoulder, I wonder if the she heard the bang, and saw the flash.



Later that night I find myself reading the last page of my book, over and over. I close it without a bookmark and turn off the light. 








On Tuesday, school is canceled again even though all the snow will melt before noon. I wake up early, get dressed in warm hand-me-down clothing, and knock on the door to your room.



Mother answers.



I take a deep breath. “Ask Dad if he wants to go out target shooting.”



A few minutes later, still dressed in your striped pajamas, you walk past me without a word. I follow you downstairs, to the basement. You gesture at a couple of camo green ammunition boxes, holding your mug like a pistol. “See if the smaller one’s empty. I’ll grab us a rifle,” you say.



Shrugging out of my coat and draping it over a chair to keep it from getting dirty, I pick up the box. It’s light, and clearly empty. You tell me to fill it with .22 rounds from the ammunition shelf. The old rifle doesn’t take such a small caliber, but I don’t mention it.



The lid is stuck, and I struggle with it. A sharp edge of metal catches my finger, and I bite back a whimper as blood seeps out. You ignore me as I dash upstairs for a Band-Aid and antibacterial cream. When I get back, you’re running a cloth along the barrel of the small rifle I used to kill that chipmunk all those years ago. There’s another just like it resting on the workbench. 



A hot feeling flickers in my chest. 



My first try must have loosened the lid, because I manage to get the box open this time. I grimace as I start to fill the box with .22 ammunition. The box smells of dead things. You lean over it and take a sniff, and grunt. “The rubber seal is decaying,” you say, and indicate the rubber lining the top.



There’s a small cut on the back of your hand.



“Actually, it’s really cold out. Let’s go out tomorrow,” I say, and you look at me.



“Fine.”



You put away the rifle, and I replace the ammunition. I spend the rest of the day reading a book about a knight and a princess, but I can hear the sharp reports of the old rifle echoing through the valley.








It’s a Wednesday in spring when I finally get up the courage to ask you to take me shooting again. The sky is overcast and fog is winding its way through the trees as we set up a table for the rifles and ammo boxes. You pick up a couple of paper targets and nail them to a splintery post fifty yards away.



You don’t say much, other than to ask if I remember how to use a firearm, and correct me when I make a mistake. The rifle is lighter than I remember it, but the grip is familiar. I slide a loaded magazine into the receiver, pull back the bolt, and the targets become the deep black eyes of beasts.



I miss every shot in that first magazine, and half in the next. A few rounds later, though, I score a bullseye, and several shots are within the ten point circle.



You smile as you look at the target.



“You’re pulling too hard on the trigger. See how all these shots drift to the right?” You point at the sluggish trail of holes across the target’s middle and edge. “Problem runs in the family….”



You trail off, then show me how to do it right.



The next hour is spent on my technique and just as we’re packing up to go inside, as the sun is going down, you tell me a short story about your childhood and the forests of Alaska. Misti comes trotting out to greet us and wheezes when he reaches us, tail flopping back and forth. He was there with you, fighting wolves and bears.



I settle down to bed without a book that night.








In the summer, a windstorm fells a large number of trees in our county. It’s a Thursday and my arms are burning as I bring the splitting axe down on another hunk of log. It splits cleanly in two, both halves toppling off the large stump. The chainsaw revs loudly as you cut another section off the fallen tree blocking our driveway.



“I need a break,” I say as I lean the axe up against the stump. My hands have enough splinters that I’m certain a stray spark would set my hands ablaze.



You sigh and set down the chainsaw as you wait for me to recuperate.



Eventually, you turn it off and pick up the splitting axe yourself.



Once, I’d bragged to my friends that you never got tired.



Misti spends all day inside, curled up at Mother’s feet as she works the pedals of her sewing machine, hemming old shirts and pants so they’ll fit my slim frame.








It’s fall, and we’re working over in the woodshop. That Friday afternoon, I’d expressed an interest in making a decorative box out of walnut and mahogany. You’re drawing out figures and measurements on a piece of scrap paper with a pencil that’s barely as long as your little finger, and explaining as you go. No one in the world can crack the code that is your chicken scratch, Mother always said, and you agreed. Putting the finishing touches on the picture, you look up and find that I’m idly doodling a castle in the light coating of sawdust on the workbench. A king, a queen, and two knights watch from the battlements.



“Tom!”



I startle when you say my name. With that, you let out a deep breath, then walk back to the house. The diagram is abandoned on the workbench.



I wipe away the sawdust with my sleeve.



You were up in your room for several hours after that, until I slipped the diagram for the box under your door and knocked until you got out of bed to look at it. I’d corrected the numbers and the measurements, and re-written it all in my “perfect” handwriting.



Mother’s word, not mine.



I’m waiting in the living room when you come downstairs. Misti’s resting his head in my lap, and I’m combing through his fur looking for ticks bloated and fat with his blood. A few minutes pass, until I look up and you start talking about the tools we’ll need to set up, and the varnish that you think would be best for this project.



Nodding, I follow you to the woodshop, and we spend all night working.








We get up early one Saturday morning in October, and pack up a couple of carry boxes with ammunition. I want to bring the old rifle, but you pick up a couple of newer bolt-action 5.56’s that you bought a few weeks ago. You put in a couple boxes of .30-06 rounds, but I didn’t think to ask why.



The next two hours turn into a blur of spent brass and the meaty thump of recoiling rifles against our shoulders. You laugh when we realize that we were both shooting the same target for the first ten minutes and wave the tattered target like a flag. When I have to take a break to rest my aching shoulder, you tell me stories about your time living in Alaska and the wall of trophies your father had in the living room. I find myself smiling as you talk about the moose and the bears and the frozen expanses of wilderness with trees that stood like titans.







“Safeties on,” I say, and start reloading our magazines with fresh rounds. You grunt approvingly as you pick up a pair of fresh paper targets and make your way downrange to replace the old ones. The last magazine is filled just as you get back and set the used targets down on the table.



“You have your mother’s aim,” you say, and pat me on the shoulder as you pass by. I call after you, but you just tell me to keep shooting as you continue toward the house. With a shrug, I take aim at the distant targets, and shout “Fire on the line!”



It’s only a few magazines later that I think to look at the target sheets you’d brought back. Mine rests on the table, a neat cluster of holes centered on the bullseye. I look yours over. The holes are spread wide and uneven,



You come back half an hour later, carrying the old rifle.








The following day, the three of us head down the road to the apple orchard like we did when I was younger. You wink at me when I comment on the familiar .22 rifle you have slung over your shoulder. “To keep the birds from coming ‘round again,” you explain, though you don’t fire a single shot all day. We spend the afternoon running around shouting at the birds and eating Mother’s homemade sandwiches. Armistice takes a break under one of the apple trees and doesn’t wake up.







That evening, we take in some firewood we’d split a few months before, and start a crackling fire. There’s an old picture resting on the mantelpiece showing the four of us. I can’t remember the last time I saw Mother smiling like that, or the brilliant pride flickering in your eyes like the fire below. I’ve tried to follow in his footsteps, but his legs were longer than mine. The little notches on the doorframe to my bedroom end just an inch below you.



I tried his old boots on, when I moved into the bedroom. They were too big for me, but I like to think I’ll grow into them someday. Until then, they’re resting at the bottom of my shelf of science fiction books, next to a mahogany box full of bullseye’d paper targets.



The fire pops and a spark lands on the worn carpet. It dies out slowly.



Mother goes to bed early. You fall asleep on the couch with a hunting magazine sprawled open in your lap. I doze off with a book on dragons in mine.



I can’t remember what time it was when my eyes closed, but I like to think it was before midnight.




      

      
   
      A Good Idea


      

      
      
         3 July 2008, the personal laboratory of Professor Calvin Boone



Calvin stared dispiritedly at the design drafts spread across the worktable. The newest lines were inked in the borrowed blue of Susanne’s pen, returned to her keeping the previous Friday.



Once again, his attention strayed across the workbenches, strewn with unfinished and forlorn gadgetry. Under the burning white glow of the thorium gas mantles, the shine of mahogany and brass almost seemed to transform into an accusatory glare.



He was anthropomorphizing, of course, but recognizing his projection for what it was did little to resolve the problem.



Once again, his attention alit upon the sole source of motion where dozens should have stood. In stark contrast to himself, the pocket-sized generator he had constructed last month was still performing admirably. The resistive revolution counter substituting for the mechanisms sketched in black and blue had reached 13  256.



There was something ineffably soothing about watching the quiet spinning of gears, too small for their faint whir to be heard across the room even in the dead stillness of night. When he finally reclaimed his gaze from their hypnotic reverie, the counter read 13  297.



Once again, his attention flitted to the clock. 1:41. Another midnight come and gone with naught to show.



Loath though he was to accept it, it seemed apparent that once more no progress would be forthcoming. With a sigh, he stood and made his way to the staircase, stopping at the foot only long enough to divest himself of goggles and coat and hang them on the accoutrement rack. Though the distance to the basement ceiling was not great as such things went, the weight of failure made the climb a trial.



As the door to his laboratory clicked locked behind him, the last vestiges of mantle-light visible beyond it blinked out.








4 July 2008, the patio of The Lavender Leaf



“The spark has drained from me.”



Susanne pulled her attention back from the table’s intricate metal motif. “Wow. It must be bad if it has you mixing metaphors, sir.”



Professor Boone set down his tea with a thoughtful look on his face. “Would that truly count as a mixed metaphor? Describing electricity through comparison with water is a ubiquitous and venerable analogy.”



The exuberant shouts of a pair of children as they raced by cut Susanne off, and she had to wait until their cries had faded into the distance before speaking. “But calling inspiration the spark is itself a metaphor, so bringing in plumbing is necessarily a mixed metaphor.”



“What I mean to say is, the analogy of electricity equals water is so ingrained that it could be fairly called a dead metaphor. It’s essentially become a fixture of the language, no longer a metaphor.”



Susanne quirked her head. “Even if for the sake of argument I were to grant you that it’s reached that point, you said it yourself, Professor: dead metaphor. Just because it’s a fixture doesn’t make it lose its evocative nature.”



“If I were to grant you that, then it would still be at most a case of subsumed metaphor, not mixed metaphor. I don’t....” Professor Boone trailed off, then shook his head. “Alright, diverting as this topic is, it’s also a diversion from the salient point. I had hoped that you might provide the means to replace my blown fuse, as it were.”



Susanne grimaced. “Okay, even you have to admit that adding a fuse to the mix makes it a mixed metaphor, sir. But right, focus.” She paused for a moment to put her thoughts in order. “What have you tried so far to get the creative juices flowing again?”



Professor Boone sighed. “Everything I can think of. Perusing my shelved designs, meditative walks, lesson planning, even attempting to tinker despite my indisposition. And the cruel—”



The toll of the district’s bells striking noon drowned out whatever he’d been going to say next, and he shot Susanne a wry smile as the echoes faded back beneath the chatter of the passing crowds and the rumble of distant cars. “And the cruel quandary is the inconvenient ravages of time. No, the quandary is that my block extends to kindling ideas of how I might remove it, so left to my own devices I fear I am at something of an impasse.”



Susanne clicked her tongue. “That does sound like a real problem. I’m going to need to ruminate some before I can hope to offer any answers.”



Professor Boone graced her with an amused look. “So long as you leave yourself room for the meal proper. If you have no objection, I believe I shall take the opportunity to go powder my nose while you ponder my plight.”



Susanne laughed. “I’ll make sure the table’s still here when you get back.”



She tracked Professor Boone as he stood and made his way inside, until the droves of midday patrons beyond the glass obscured him from her sight, and then let her gaze wander while she collated proposals for him to try. The general aura of revelry in the sun after a long, unseasonable week of grey wasn’t really conducive to her efforts, but she could hardly bring herself to mind.



The tinkling of the restaurant door's bells cut her off of her contemplation, and ruined any further focus she might have had with the last person she wanted to see. She quickly turned her head back to her tea in the hope that Farthing would pay her no heed, but despite the summer heat, fortune left her in the cold.



“Fancy seeing you here, Klein.”



Susanne managed to keep her display of frustration down to a somewhat harsh breath, and as she turned she steeled herself for whatever latest travesty Farthing had chosen to inflict upon the unsuspecting masses. To her surprise, it was a simple black shirt, captioned across the chest with CAUTION: HOT.



...As much as she begrudged to admit it, that was actually somewhat clever.



Farthing smirked. “No snide remarks this afternoon? Perhaps Professor Calvin will manage to make a lady of you yet after all. Speaking of whom, where has he vanished to?”



“What, you weren’t watching him like a hawk?” Susanne couldn't say what had her so off-kilter all of a sudden, but even to her own ears that sounded needlessly aggressive.



Farthing tilted her head with a frown. “Quit it with the antagonism, Klein, all you’re doing is making life harder for yourself. Don’t you know that Beatrix always wins in the end? No matter how you—”



The tinkling of the restaurant door’s bells cut her off as they both looked to see who it was. “No matter how you try to tear us apart, sooner or later I shall hold Professor Calvin in my arms, and he will be my Benedick.”



That assertion was problematic in so many ways that Susanne wasn’t sure where to start. “You know Professor Boone doesn’t like being touched, right? Good luck with that.”



Farthing rolled her eyes. “Congratulations, you've figured out why it will really mean something when he is.”



Whatever it was that had offed Susanne’s kilter had apparently done in her capacity for decent responses as well. “And would you quit it with the Shakespeare already? Even when you’re not constantly mangling it, that was old centuries ago.”



Farthing sighed. “You know there’s nothing wrong with appreciating the classics, right? Given your interest in—”



The tinkling of the restaurant door’s bells cut her off with blessed salvation, in the guise of Professor Boone with a quizzical expression on his face and what looked like powdered sugar on his nose. “Beatrix? What brings you here?”



“Ah, Professor Calvin! Klein and I were just having a short chat while waiting for you. I must have just missed you when you went in.”



“Really? I thought the two of you found each other antipathetic.” Professor Boone raised an eyebrow. “I’m hard-pressed to discern any other plausible rationale for the incident last spring.”



To Susanne’s shock, Farthing actually colored slightly. “Klein might lack respect, but that’s no reason we can’t try to get along. Anyway, my afternoon has freed up after all, so I was wondering if you were still free to meet up with me after you’ve finished your food?”



Professor Boone looked apologetic. “Actually, I had hoped to ask Susanne if she might be willing to accompany me to my laboratory after our repast. Given bygone events, I don’t find myself entirely comfortable with the prospect of having the both of you inside at once.”



Doing so would throw off Susanne’s schedule by an even greater margin, but she could hardly deny either Professor Boone or herself. “I would love to, Professor.” Despite her aspirations to a better nature, she couldn’t help but feel a flicker of satisfaction at Farthing’s disappointment.



“Very well, then. I’ll see you on Sunday, Professor.” Farthing reached into her pocket and pulled something out. “Oh, and do pass this along for me, will you? The food here really does deserve it.” At last, she finally took her leave.



Professor Boone stared bemusedly at the tip she’d pressed into his hand, then moved to take his seat again. “What was that about, Susanne?” Apparently her snort hadn’t been quite as covert as she’d thought.



“You know she’s only doing that to impress you, right? She’s an inveterate Scrooge when you’re not around.”



Professor Boone regarded her with an expression she couldn’t place, then shook his head. “Well, if my presence alone is enough to cultivate the virtue of charity in Beatrix, perhaps I ought to spend more time with her. Shall I chase her down and invite her to join us this afternoon after all?”



Susanne squeezed her eyes tight for a moment. “Please don’t even joke about that, sir. I can’t understand how you actually enjoy spending time with her.”



Professor Boone let out a disappointed sigh. “I know I’m repeating myself, but you two really are alike in many ways. I’m certain that if you were to just set aside your perplexing animosity for one another, you’d make an incredible team. You both have brilliant and fascinating minds." He paused for a moment. “It’s just a shame hers has no sense of decorum when it comes to proper dress.”



All the tension that had twisted up inside Susanne released itself in a burst of laughter as their server finally appeared in the doorway with their food. “I’ll take the proof that you and I think alike over that any day.”








4 July 2008, the personal laboratory of Professor Calvin Boone



Calvin stared dispiritedly at the design drafts spread across the worktable. Eventually, he allowed himself a disappointed sigh. “Once more, progress does not appear to be forthcoming.”



When it became evident that his words would elicit no response, he let his attention stray across the benches strewn with ideas given fragmentary incarnation to Susanne, who had peregrinated off while he struggled in vain with his wayward muse. Her back was turned, and she was so deeply engrossed with her object of interest that he could barely see the black of her bun past the white of her coat.



A recess seemed to be in order, so Calvin elected to jaunt over and investigate. “What has you so thoroughly captivated, Susanne?”



Susanne jolted upright with that peculiar squeak she always denied ever making, so quickly that she almost overbalanced. Instead, she managed to parlay her stumble into an elegant spin, and clapped a hand to her chest. “Professor! Don’t scare me like that, it’s not good for my heart!”



Calvin gave her an apologetic smile. “My apologies. In the future, I shall endeavor to accidentally steal up on you more loudly.”



Susanne let her hand fall back to her side with a sheepish half-smile. “Of course. Thank you.” She stepped to the side with a half-turn and gestured at the generator whirring away, the counter up to 16  086. “Anyway, Professor, I was trying to figure out... whatever this thing is.”



“Ah! That would be a prospective power generator for the portable version of the ætherwave televox I was designing before my spark got grounded out. As you can see, I have it undergoing stress testing, and so far it appears to be performing admirably.”



A brief war between incredulity and bafflement played out over Susanne’s face. “Alright, setting aside the question of why you don’t just buy a cell phone, generator? Are you sure you don’t mean battery?”



Calvin grinned. “I do in fact mean generator. Now, I trust you recognize the basic form of the heat engine, even if the configuration of this particular example is somewhat unconventional?”



Susanne gave the generator a scrutinizing look. “That’s what I thought at first, but then I started second-guessing it when I couldn’t identify a plausible heat source. Either the source or the sink is very well hidden.”



Calvin found himself unable to fully restrain an indecorous chortle. “Hidden in plain sight, one might say. You see how the enclosed portion of the casing is connected to adjustable fins of the same material?”



Susanne nodded.



“That material is a special carpedium alloy, or rather—”



Susanne cut him off with an emphatic groan, one that incorporated the whole of her body to such a degree that even the finest actor would be taken with awe and envy. “Carpedium? Again? What ludicrous property are you going to try and sell me this time? If all your claims were taken at face value, by this point that stuff would be unobtanium by any other name.”



“Would smell as sweet.” Calvin allowed himself a quiet chuckle at her wince and twitch. “Given only what evidence has come to your disposal thus far, such skepticism is warranted, but that makes its properties no less real.



“Now, as I was saying, the material in question is a particular carpedium alloy that has been rendered subject to a careful treatment process to dope in particular changes to its properties across its various dimensions. The result is a material that readily absorbs blackbody radiation from all directions but preferentially emits it in only one. Combined with a smattering of other materials to assist, and the correct geometry—” he gestured at the generator’s casing “—the result is a casing that acts as a sink for low-grade heat from its surroundings and concentrates it to a high-grade source that can drive a heat engine, or a thermoelectric substance, or any other process that requires heat.”



Susanne’s face wracked with disbelief, and for a long moment her mouth worked up and down without a sound. “That’s... That may be the most preposterous thing you’ve ever said. Are you seriously going to just stand there and tell me this thing casually shatters the second law of thermodynamics with a straight face?”



Calvin sighed. “How often have we been over this, Susanne? Gaslamp technology is closer to fantasy magic than science fiction breakthrough, and that’s why it wasn’t discovered a century and a half ago. Normal physical law takes on a role closer to advisor than king.”



“Hold it! Just last week I heard you vehemently insist to that one guy that it is scientific! And that’s nothing new either. So which is it?”



Calvin blinked. “Have we really never touched on this before? It’s important to maintain the facade in front of the layman. Whatever power is behind Gaslamp technology is a stickler for appearances, and if one deviates too far from the prescribed image it ceases to cooperate. And to address the obvious question, it clearly recognizes that anyone with a proper scientific background will not be hoodwinked, as you so aptly demonstrate, and so permits exception for the well-learned.”



Susanne crossed her arms with a critical frown. “So now you say you’re lying to the general public.”



Calvin hesitated for a brief moment. “Not exactly. While the workings of any given Gaslamp device are necessarily incompatible with normal physical law to some degree, they are still subject to scientific scrutiny, and can be studied in the same fashion.” A thought came to him in a flash. “Have you read any of the Discworld novels, perchance?”



“You’re going to say it’s like the UU and Hex, aren’t you?” Susanne practically growled a formless noise of disgust. “Well, if everything you’re saying here is true, then the fact that I can’t think of anything shouldn’t be a problem! By fantasy logic, you should just make a device that magically puts ideas in your head for you!”



Calvin appraised her scowling mien with a frown. “Perhaps a recess would be in order, to permit ourselves to cool our tempers. Shall we head upstairs and procure some refreshments?”



Susanne exhaled a long, deep breath. “That might be a good idea.”








6 July 2008, the faculty workshop of Foglio Hall



Beatrix set down her calipers with a frown. “Alright, Professor, you’ve been growing more and more distracted on me this whole time. What’s going on?”



Professor Calvin blinked and came back down to earth. “My apologies, Beatrix. During her visit on Friday, Susanne said something that I dismissed at the time, but which ever since has continued to grow in my thoughts. Despite my best efforts, I have not been able to keep myself from pondering whether it might prove a solution to my block after all, no matter how inopportune the time.”



No matter how jaded Beatrix thought she‘d become, Klein always seemed to find a new way to impress. She’d never heard of anyone else who for so long managed to dance so close to the edge of competence and yet prevent themself from actually reaching it. “Would it be safe to tell me, or has she stumbled her way into sparking other people now?”



“I honestly cannot say. It feels dissimilar from any instance I can recall, but whether that indicates that this is but an uncommonly importunate mundane notion or is rather a symptom of my indisposed state, I have not been able to determine.”



Beatrix blew at her bangs. “Well, either way it seems to be obsessing you as much as a proper one. Maybe you should just go work on it for a while, since it doesn’t look like you’re going to be much help here right now.”



Professor Calvin let out a long sigh. “Given the evidence, I suppose that might be for the best. Will you require my assistance in returning anything to your flat?”



Beatrix waved him off. “It’s a nice day, I don’t mind walking a little longer. I’ll just get as far as I can without you and then close up. Do you expect you’ll be busy, or should I expect to see you next time?”



Professor Calvin pondered that while he took off his goggles and stowed them away. “I suppose it might well go either way. Perhaps it would be prudent to assume I will be occupied until such time as I give notice otherwise.”



“Can do. Be sure to let me know how it goes, and if it doesn’t pan out I’ll have some more ideas for you to try.”



Professor Calvin chuckled as he opened the door, and he turned to give her a nod of farewell. “As you so succinctly put it, can do.”








20 July 2008, the personal laboratory of Professor Calvin Boone



Calvin glanced briefly at the design drafts spread across the workbench, then returned his focus to the subject of those blueprints. The quiet rhythm of the generator was the only sound to be heard as he carefully positioned the final brace and secured it into place.



With the last connection made fast, he let loose the breath he’d been holding and took a moment to survey his work. Though the helmet’s ultimate aesthetic included more nods to modern sensibilities than strictly ideal, it could nevertheless be readily mistaken for a wayward piece of Victoriana fashioned by a peculiarly prescient mind. Under the burning white glow of the thorium gas mantles, the shine of carpedium and brass almost seemed to take on an electric brilliance.



As was tradition, he turned his attention to the clock. 3:37. After so long an abeyance to let routine fade away, it struck him as strange that the dead stillness of night was when his inventions were most often granted motion and life.



All that remained was to christen the incarnation of his ideas. In accord with the dramatic structure that had limelit his path, it seemed only prudent to make the process a spectacle worthy of the stage. He almost felt dissociated from his actions as he swept up his creation with a flourish. “Behold! After many long nights of sleepless toil, my latest masterpiece is finally complete! With this marvelous invention ’pon my brow, I shall take the world by brain-storm! And such a masterful device requires nothing less than a name to match, so I shall call it...”



As he lowered his masterwork onto his head, it came to him in a flash. "The Epiphanizer!"








23 July 2008, the cafeteria of Skein Hall



"The Epiphanizer? Really?"



Professor Boone quirked an eyebrow. “I gather you find issue with some aspect of the name?”



Susanne toyed with her potato for a moment, but to no avail. “It’s just so ridiculous. What in the world possessed you to call it that, sir?”



Professor Boone sat back with a pensive cast to his features, and his unfocused eyes began to drift across the empty dining hall. “I cannot rightly say. It felt... perhaps not truly akin to a dream, but mayhap akith to one. It was almost as if the spirit of Gaslamp technology came upon me in force and truly electrified my soul, rather than merely guiding my hands through cast-off sparks of ingenuity.”



Though Professor Boone’s distant gaze meant his lack of reaction signified little, Susanne was reasonably confident that she managed to keep her flicker of disgust off her face. “Let’s not go down that route again, Professor. Though actually, if that really were what happened, why would this so-called spirit pick such a... cheesy name?”



Professor Boone came back down to earth, and he began to scoop up butter from the tub she’d pushed to his side of the table. “I of course cannot say for certain, but my experience has been that though the power behind—”



The ring of Susanne’s cell phone drowned out whatever he’d been going to say next, and they both winced as she yanked it out of her pocket and downed the volume to a less earsplitting level. “Sorry! I don’t know how it ended up that high!” She flipped it open, then scowled at the number onscreen with disgust. “Seriously, stop calling me. It is not going to happen!”



Professor Boone shot her a sympathetic smile as she flipped the phone closed and jabbed it back into her pocket with perhaps a touch more force than strictly necessary. “One of my other students? I can have a word with him regarding proper conduct if you so desire.”



Susanne shook her head as she finished the last of several measured breaths. “No, she’s someone I have the misfortune to know from work. Don’t worry yourself about it, Professor.”



“Very well. Now, as I was saying, my experience has been that although the power behind Gaslamp technology appears to gravitate most strongly towards a stereotypical pseudo-Victorian aesthetic, it seems to also have a certain proclivity for genres such as cheesy pulp science fiction, as you might put it. The fact that the Epiphanizer works at all is proof positive that the power in question finds the name meet.”



Susanne squeezed her eyes shut and groaned around her mouthful of beans. “Lovely.”








29 July 2008, the personal laboratory of Professor Calvin Boone



Calvin glanced briefly at the design drafts spread across the worktable, then returned his focus to the image that spun behind his eyes. The newest lines were inked in the rush-blurred black of hectic haste, dashed desperately to the page in hopes that this time they’d be set in stain before another vision took its place.



Once again, his attention snapped back frantic to the plans. With one last correction, he let loose the breath he’d been holding and took a moment to survey his work. Though the design’s ultimate rendering included more blobs and gaps than strictly ideal, it could nevertheless be readily taken in and fashioned were it given focus by a clear and driven mind.



When it became apparent that no more inspiration seemed to be forthcoming, he frowned and cast his attention to the clock. 11:24. In a flash, he recalled that his Tuesday meeting with Beatrix was to be an hour early, and whether or not the Epiphanizer played a role he couldn’t say. The punctuality with which he had timed its discharge should have given him a frisson of pleasure, but compared to the thrill of frenetic epiphany, it was a faint and feeble tingle.



As was routine, he glanced at the generator’s counter while he made his way to the staircase. 63  635. Though the distance to the basement ceiling was not great as such things went, the weight of forfeit opportunity made the climb a trial.








3 August 2008, the dining room of the house of Susanne Klein



As was tradition, Susanne had her first bite of dinner halfway to her tongue when the doorbell chimed.



“Oh for....” She popped the morsel of steak into her mouth, and savored it as best she could while walking to the entrance hall. A quick glance through the hall window revealed the porch empty but for a large, rain-spattered box she didn’t remember ordering.



She stared at it quizzically for a moment, then pulled open the door to investigate, only to start back in surprise when she discovered Farthing had been pressed right up against the other side.



“Finally. It’s about time you—” Farthing cut herself off with an inquisitive sniff. “Oh, that smells quite good. I suppose I can see why you took your time.”



Susanne finally got her bearings back enough to grab the knob and shoot Farthing a glare. “And just what brings you here, Farthing? Why were you hiding behind my door? You know jump scares are a cheap ploy only used by hacks who wouldn’t know a compelling scene if it bit them, right?”



Farthing scoffed. “I had a feeling you’d turn heel as soon as you saw me if I didn’t have a foot in the door, and we need to talk. Do you know what’s going on with Professor Calvin?”



Susanne’s expression softened to a frown. “I haven’t seen him in a couple of weeks. Is something wrong?”



“Quite. During the last few times we met up, he’s been growing more and more distant, and today he no-showed without any warning. I shouldn’t have to tell you how unlike him that is.”



A flicker of worry darted across Susanne’s face before she schooled it to a neutral mask. “I suppose that does sound important enough to justify letting my food go cold. Get in here so all the warm air doesn’t leak out.”



“Truly, your magnanimity knows no bounds.” Farthing pulled back her hood, then sauntered inside and slouched wetly against one of Susanne’s clean walls. “So, last month Professor Calvin told me he was thinking about some idea you’d sparked in him, so that might be a good place to start. Do you know what it is?” As she spoke, Farthing unzipped her coat and pulled the front flaps apart so they hung and dripped as widely as possible.



Despite herself, Susanne couldn’t help but look and see what latest crime against fashion Farthing had chosen to commit. The reward for her morbid curiosity was an eyeful of psychedelic color that might have been appealing were it not fettered to a shirt emblazoned with A body tie-dye for, and she had to take a moment to shudder before responding. “I’m surprised he didn’t tell you himself. He was quite excited about it when I spoke with him last month.”



Farthing blew a puff of air up across her bangs that came surprisingly close to splashing Susanne with dislodged droplets. “During our meetups the week before last he insisted on waiting until he’d gotten to tell you first, and last week stuff came up. Now get on with it, Klein.”



Susanne’s mouth twisted slightly, but Farthing did have a point. “Fine, short version. Professor Boone asked me to the lunch you crashed last month because he—”



“Inventor’s block, I know, get on with it.”



Susanne would have preferred not to think of the sound she made as a hiss. “Fine. We went back to his lab, I couldn’t think of anything, one thing led to another, and I told him he should just make a device that put ideas in his head for him. Come Wednesday before last he asked me to join him over lunch break and told me he actually had. Decided to call it the Epiphanizer, apparently.”



Farthing leaned up straighter. “The Epiphanizer? Really?”



Susanne gave a quick, self-deprecating laugh. “Would you believe that’s the exact same thing I said? I suppose Professor Boone’s insistence that we think alike might not be entirely without base.”



Farthing snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself too highly, Klein. The words might be the same, but I’m certain the meaning isn’t.” She paused for a moment with a contemplative mien. “It’s not a name I would have expected from Professor Calvin, but yes, I can see how it would work. And that would explain why he’s locked himself up in his lab. The rush of the spark can be quite intoxicating, and if he’s come up with a way to tasp himself on demand....”



Susanne blinked. “He did? How did you find that out?”



Farthing smirked smugly. “He trusts me with one of his spare house keys.” Her face quickly returned to a cool neutral. “Hasn’t told me the lab combination, though. I’ll have to ask about that again after this is over. And that leaves us back at square one, ’cause we’re not going to be getting in any other way. Any thoughts?”



Susanne sighed. “As much as I hate to admit it, you may be better equipped to deal with this than I am. This seems like the sort of situation where some outlandish Gaslamp device is called for, and I still can’t figure out how to make it work.”



Farthing rolled her eyes. “Setting aside the doubtfulness of that claim, it’s like I’ve told you a thousand times, you just have to set aside your pretty little notions of how the world should work and accept how it does. You have all the makings of a decent Tinkerer if you’d only stop shooting yourself in the foot.”



Hearing something almost complimentary from Farthing was always a surreal experience. “Be as that may, I can’t imagine that I’d be able to figure it out on my own fast enough to make a difference. About all I can do is drive by when I get the chance and hope I catch him on a grocery run.”



Farthing sighed. “I suppose that may be our best hope for the time being. How about we both draw up our schedules and meet up this week to coordinate?”








7 August 2008, the personal laboratory of Professor Calvin Boone



Calvin stared raptly at the newest image spread out behind his eyes, and his hand twitched toward the pen before he stilled it. Best to remain undistracted by attempts to capture the vision in ink, lest the details vanish into the aether for good. Memory would have to serve.



Another took its place, once more the kernel of a narrative rather than a new device to grant form. He’d given only passing thought to writing over the years, but perhaps he might consider trying his hand at it after all. His colleagues in the arts had always complained that the general populace failed to appreciate just how much effort was truly required to craft a compelling tale, but with such an arc of inspiration lighting his path, it could hardly be more than a trifling challenge.



Another took its place, a notion of how the miracle material from which the story’s great ship was made might be fabricated in reality. He watched intently, and once more had to still his hand to ensure that nothing was lost.



Another took its place.








12 August 2008, the inspiration room of Foglio Hall



As was tradition, Beatrix had only committed half her idea to the page when the intrusion of the outside world scared the rest away.



She took a moment to breathe deep, and when that failed to lure her muse out of hiding consigned her latest design to the Kubla Khan folder. She was halfway to the door when the person from Porlock deigned to enter of her own accord.



“Klein.” Beatrix scowled. “Hasn’t anyone told you that it’s impolite to knock? And why are you here? You’re supposed to be watching out for Professor Calvin.”



Klein didn’t even have the decency to look abashed. “You know the chances of my vigil bearing fruit are pretty low, and this is the only time today I can talk with you. I—” she hesitated briefly “—may have an idea, and with Professor Boone out of the picture you’re the only person I’m acquainted with who’s good with Gaslamp tech, so....”



Beatrix blew at her bangs. If Klein hadn’t even given her outfit one iota of the usual melodramatics, she had to be serious. “Alright, hit me with it.”



“Okay, so this may be really stupid, but Professor Boone is important enough to look like an idiot for, so....” Klein visibly paused to marshal her thoughts. “Okay, so the Epiphanizer is supposed to put ideas into his head somehow, right? Might there be a way to... make it put something specific in, something that gets him to stop using it?”



Beatrix stared at Klein for a moment, and then a slow grin spread across her face. “Now you’re starting to think like a Tinkerer, Klein. I don’t know how we’d do that, but if what you said about story conventions is true, I bet we can find a way.” She spun on her heel and darted back over to her things. “Do you know where the faculty workshop is? You can go get kitted up and I’ll meet you there in a minute.”



“What?” Even though Beatrix had her back turned, the reluctance in Klein’s voice was easy to hear. “Why would you need me? You know I can’t do Gaslamp tech to save my life!”



Beatrix scoffed. “Weren’t you even listening to me? This one’s your spark, and that means you have to be the one to make it. I can assist, but if I try to do it myself it’ll either clam up on me or blow up in my face. Neither’s fun, take it from me.”



“But— I have places I need to be! I don’t have time to try and invent a miracle device.”



Beatrix snorted. “I know, we gave each other our schedules, remember?” She zipped up her pack and swung it onto her back. “So call and tell them you’re busy. You said it yourself, this is more important.”



It seemed apparent that Klein would still just stand there and stall if given half a chance, so Beatrix elected to expedite the situation.



“Hey! Let go of me!” Klein struggled for a moment as Beatrix pulled her along, but to no avail. “Okay, fine, I’ll come with you. Now let go!”



Beatrix did as asked, and true to her word, Klein didn’t run off. Instead, she took up position alongside Beatrix in slightly miffed silence, and spent a moment rubbing her wrist.



“Alright, if you’re going to make me flounder at this, at least have the decency to tell me why it has to be me.”



Beatrix would have shot Klein an incredulous look, but the stairs they’d just come up on demanded her attention. “Didn’t you—”



“Let me rephrase that. Why would it blow up in your face if you tried to do it yourself?”



“Oh. Heck if I know, that’s just how it works. Or doesn’t.” Beatrix considered it for a moment as she opened the stairwell exit. “I think it has something to do with the aspect of actually devising the idea yourself. You can steal someone else’s idea and make it work if you get a glance at their notes and start running with it, but if they tell you about it first, you’re out of luck.”



Klein mulled that over. “I take it that’s why Professor Boone didn’t tell you anything about his plans?”



Beatrix graced Klein with a pleased smirk. “Now you’re getting it. Now that he’s actually made an Epiphanizer, I could copy it or do my own spin on the idea, but if he’d—” She drew herself up short as she reached the door to the faculty workshop and her hand reached automatically for her keys. “Oh, right. I suppose sending you on ahead wouldn’t have been terribly productive, would it.”



Klein’s snicker was not particularly polite, but Beatrix supposed she couldn’t begrudge her it under the circumstances.



The interplay of sickly white fluorescent and burning white mantle lighting was always an uncanny experience, and as always Beatrix was glad to have the door closed behind her. “Alright, let’s get to it. Spare coats and goggles are over there. Don’t touch these ones, they’re peoples’ personal gear.”



Beatrix placed her pack off to the side, and was halfway through getting kitted up before she noticed Klein simply staring at her, coat unfastened and goggles hanging loosely in hand. “What?”



Klein shook her head. “It’s just... weird seeing you of all people in such old-fashioned paraphernalia. And that you own. I suppose the idea of you being dressed in something that doesn’t look ridiculous is throwing me for a loop.”



And it seemed Klein’s perfect streak would go unbroken after all. “Did you seriously think I tinkered in street clothes?”



Klein took the excuse of doing up her coat to hedge. “I guess, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t normally make a habit of thinking about what you’re doing if I can avoid it.”



Beatrix couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “No wonder you can’t do Gaslamp tech to save your life. I might not think it’s worth going all-in like Professor Calvin does, but at least I recognize the importance of keeping up appearances where it counts.”



Klein’s mouth tightened, but she finished putting on her goggles in silence.



In hindsight, perhaps that had come across a touch harsh. Beatrix might not know all of what made Klein tick, but she’d do her best to buoy Klein’s spirits for as long as their project took. “Now come on. Let’s, as you put it, design a miracle.”








17 August 2008, the personal laboratory of Professor Calvin Boone



He stared blissfully at the image spread out behind his eyes, a magnificent lotus bedewed in droplets that glistered in all the hues of the rainbow. The way the liquid danced lightly across the petals suggested promising ideas to note for microfluidic applications, but the exquisite beauty of the vision beckoned his hand to the page to capture even a fraction of its glory.



As he sat in perfect stillness, another took its place.








18 August 2008, the faculty workshop of Foglio Hall



“So if that’s true, then what’s the problem?”



Susanne looked up from her sketch. “Really? Given your interest in making stuff, I would’ve expected you at least know the basics.”



Farthing scowled. “So I haven’t had the time to study how computers work, so sue me. I know enough about difference engines to make do.”



It seemed like the same issue ought to be in play there too, but Susanne held her tongue. “Well, basically, it’s a matter of timing. Maybe it’s possible to design a system robust enough to handle the order getting messed up without problems, but I don’t know how. So that means it needs a really high-precision clock to make sure everything’s synchronized, and you’ve already vetoed all the possibilities I know about.”



Farthing brightened immediately. “Ah! Well, if that’s all you need, I bet we can just use chronium.”



Susanne blinked. “Chromium? How would that work?”



“No, chronium. The stuff’s obviously only useful for basic timing, but it does it really well.”



“Okay, fine. What do you mean obviously? I can’t imagine why something you can make a clock out of wouldn’t be useful for a whole slew of applications.”



Farthing smirked. “It’s all in the name, of course. It was discovered a few years back, when people still didn’t know much about Gaslamp tech, and the guy who came up with it called it that because, and I quote, I’ve been making new materials for months now and it’s about time I finally found something useful. At that point it was basically game over.”



Susanne let her head fall across her sketch and groaned. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but that might be worse than carpedium. I may need a minute to recover.”



Farthing’s laugh began to fade off towards the material storage cabinets. “You’re going to have to toughen up if you want to help Professor Calvin, Klein. And don’t forget the importance of a proper name! If you want your devices to work properly, you’ve got to call them something good!”



Susanne sighed and spun around to face Farthing’s back. “And you’re still going to insist I come up with that on my own too, aren’t you? I still have nothing better than all the ones you’ve already shot down.”



“If you can write a vision that’ll convince Professor Calvin to give up the Epiphanizer, coming up with a name should be a piece of cake.” Even after nearly a week of distressingly close contact with Farthing, that was still surreal. “And the act of completing a device tends to spark ideas, so don’t stress yourself out too much.” Farthing finally finished rummaging around and turned to make her way back to the table, carrying a spool of silvery metal that shimmered strangely goldish in the harsh light.



Susanne would have preferred not to think of the sound that escaped her as a snort. “I wish, but fine. So alright, let’s see if this will work. How do you use this stuff?”








23 August 2008, the personal laboratory of Professor Calvin Boone



He stared blissfully at the image spread out behind his eyes.








26 August 2008, the faculty workshop of Foglio Hall



Beatrix watched intently as Klein carefully worked her way through the final components spread across the table. Though the last vestiges of twilight would still be competing with the city’s werelight to tint the sky hidden past the glass, the university grounds were already blanketed in the dead stillness of night, and the quiet ticking of the clock was the only sound to be heard.



At last, Klein sat back and simply breathed heavily for a few moments. “Okay. I think I got everything there. If it checks out, then all that’s left is the final connections.”



Beatrix waved off the notion with a dramatic flourish. “Nay, the time for that is past! The culmination of our labors is almost upon us, and to stave it off even a moment longer would be a mortal sin! Now, walk me through the final steps.”



Klein was too beat-up to really muster a properly incredulous look, but she gave it a valiant effort. “What? Why? You have a better idea of how this thing’s supposed to work than I do!”



Beatrix let out an exasperated groan. “Alright, fine. Two reasons. One, think of it as a checklist. You want to make sure you have the process down for the moment of truth, right?”



“Yeah. And speaking of double-checking things, you still haven’t—”



“Ah-ah-ah, that’s the second reason. Two, now that all that’s left is hooking stuff up, stopping to double-check things would only make the chances of it working worse. As long as we play our parts properly, it’ll be as likely as possible.”



Klein simply stared for a moment, then squeezed her eyes tight behind her goggles. “You have got to be kidding me.”



Beatrix laughed. “You’re the one who kicked off the whole story-logic thing, remember? This close to the end, anything less than racing full-speed ahead would be a terrible breach of narrative convention.”



As typical, Klein took any opportunity she could to brandish the long-suffering groan she’d long since honed to gleaming perfection. “Alright, fine, I’m too tired to even care anymore. Just what ridiculous thing are you going to insist on making me do now?”



Beatrix rolled her eyes. “To start with, you’re going to have to put some actual effort into it. If you sound like—”



“I’ll try, but I need to know what I’m supposed to be trying for first.”



“Okay, fine. Since there’s two of us, you’re obviously the genius inventor explaining to your beleaguered assistant just how your brilliant creation works. And be convincing! All the workshop’s a stage, and there’s an audience waiting for the performance of a lifetime!”



True to her word, Klein responded with a snort that convincingly conveyed exasperated annoyance, and she held up a hand and closed her eyes. After a few moments, she nodded to herself, took a deep breath, and opened them. “At long last, the device is nearly complete! Now I need only make the final connections, and at last it shall be ready to activate!”



That wasn't exactly what Beatrix had been aiming for, but she could work with it. “Excellent! But how does it work? How can something so far away from Professor Calvin’s laboratory possibly send a vision to him inside it?”



“Why, it’s simple!” As Klein began to wire the helmet and the box together, Beatrix could practically see the spark electrify her. It seemed in a distant sort of way like it should have been eerie. “The helmet is in a sense a reverse version of the good Professor Boone’s Epiphanizer, based on his design but modified to extract an idea from the user’s head and transmute it into a transmissible form. It then sends the idea through these wires to his ætherwave televox, which I took and modified to grant it the capacity to beam the idea through the void. When it reaches his laboratory, his Epiphanizer will act as the receiving antenna, if you will, and will use it as the seed to create an epiphany he cannot ignore!”



Beatrix almost felt dissociated from her actions as she brought her hands together in an excited clap. “Incredible! But what if he’s not using it? Surely he has to sleep sometime!”



Klein grinned wildly. “Therein lies the hidden genius of my invention! Its chronium timing circuit guarantees that no matter when the idea is transmitted, it will arrive at the optimal instant to achieve maximum impact!” As she made the last connection fast, she cackled madly in triumph.



That was new, and awesome. “Ingenious! In that case, I only have one more question, but it’s a doozy.” Beatrix smirked. “What... will you call it?”



Klein scoffed. “You call that a doozy? Isn’t it obvious? My creation is designed to save Professor Boone from the scourge he’s created, so there can only be one possible name!” As Klein practically slammed the helmet onto her head, the room lit with a blinding flash. “The Depiphanizer!”








26 August 2008, the personal laboratory of Professor Calvin Boone



The epiphany was unlike any that had come before.



He stared rapturously at the images that spread themselves out behind his eyes. Far more than mere fragments whirling disjunct in the aether, these visions were cogs that interwove and meshed to spin a tale immeasurably grander than the sum of its myriad parts. An epic, tragic katabasis, the myth of a lost hero who braved the underworld in pursuit of his noble goal and returned to the light in triumph, only for the audience to realize that what had appeared to be his victory was in truth the fevered fantasy of a forfeit mind, trapped forever in the depths by chains of his own forging. The parallels with his own life were truly striking indeed.



Calvin tore the Epiphanizer from his head and stared at it in shock, breathing heavily. For a fleeting instant his mind screamed denial, but he could not dispute the truth of his epiphany.



Still, he could not help but look to the generator’s counter in a final act of desperate hope. The last number he recalled was 68  004. With any luck, it would still be in the low seventy-thousands.



104  931. And as he stared at the counter in horror, it became apparent that the generator had given up the ghost some time before.








27 August 2008, the master bedroom of the house of Susanne Klein



Susanne awoke to a strident midnight knocking on her door. It was not an experience she was particularly thrilled to add to her catalogue.



After a torturous eternity of incessant sound, she finally stumbled blearily out of bed to give her tormenter a stern mumbling-to. She was halfway to the entry hall before she realized it’d be prudent to put on some clothes first, and halfway back to her bedroom before she realized she’d flopped into bed without even bothering to take off her shoes.



When she finally cracked open the shuddering portal, she was greeted by the last person she’d expected to see, but fatigue dulled her excitement to a vague and tepid lukewarmth. “Professor. What are you doing here this time of night?”



“Susanne! You have to help me!” Professor Boone bent down to grab a box from the walk beside him, and before Susanne could fully take in what was going on, he shoved it into her stomach with red and swollen hands. “Take this and secret it away, somewhere that I’d never think to look! My ongoing sanity may well depend on it!”



Blinking seemed to be the pinnacle of reaction she could muster. “What?”



Professor Boone took a couple of poorly measured breaths, and his next words came out at a saner pace, though run through with no less urgency. “This box contains the Epiphanizer and as many of its design drafts as I could locate with a superficial canvassing. I need to you hide them away from me for a time, else I fear I might be ensnared by its siren song once again.”



Susanne’s mind finally kicked into gear enough to interpret him, and her arms mechanically rose to take hold of the box. It pulled down on her with a weight that belied her unsleep-addled expectations.



“Thank you ever so much, Susanne! I’d best take my leave while I have the chance, lest my will falter and temptation seize me back into the depths. Sleep well!”



Susanne found herself trapped in bogglement at the irony of that valediction until long after Professor Boone had biked unsteadily off into the night. At last, she managed to derail that train of thought, and induced her legs to shakily carry her back into the house. As she passed the kitchen, curiosity wafted at her, and she set the box down on the counter so she could take a good look at what the recipe for disaster was made of.



For a thing that had caused so much trouble, it was strangely innocuous. It looked strange to the oculus, but that was not strange at all for Gaslampy stuff. She stared owlishly at it for a time, then induced her arms to unsteadily reclose and relift the box.



After a few minutes of haphazard wandering, she finally induced her mind to uncertainly suggest a possible hiding spot. Soonish, she had the box tucked cautiously away behind the water heater. A stray fragment of thought whirled briefly before her, cautioning that leaving it below some distressingly finicky plumbing was not the grandest of ideas, but she batted off the shard with a shake of her head. With how tired she was, cataclysm could wash it clean away for all she cared if that meant she got to go to sleep sooner.



As she made her hazy way back to her bedroom, she closed the front door by means of unwittingly walking into it.








14 September 2008, before the abode of Professor Calvin Boone



Susanne fumbled her keys as she pulled them out of her pocket, but managed to catch them without spilling any of the food she’d brought. With careful motions, she unlocked the door and pushed it open, only to start back in surprise when she discovered Professor Boone had walked right up to the other side and was reaching for the handle.



“Oh! My apologies for scaring you, Susanne. Here, let me help you with that.”



Susanne looked up from salvaging as much of the spilled food as she could for just long enough to wave him off. “Don’t be sorry, Professor, it does my heart good to see you up and yourself again! How are you feeling?”



Professor Boone’s voice took on a wistful tint. “Far better than I have these last weeks. It’s as if a dense fog had been clouding my mind, fading only slowly, until when I awoke this morn it suddenly lifted all at once. Some wisps still seem to be clinging to the recesses and in the shade, but the great mass of it has faded with nary a trace.”



As she stood back up, Susanne beamed as brightly as the sun in the sky above. “That’s wonderful news, Professor! Here, let’s make this meal a feast to celebrate!”



Professor Boone chuckled. “I don’t know if my appetite has yet recovered enough to handle a feast, but a celebration I think I can manage.” As he spoke, he held the door open for her and gestured inside with a flourish.



Susanne wended her familiar way to the kitchen, careful not to spill any more of the food, while Professor Boone vanished off towards his study. She’d just about finished putting the perishables in the icebox when she heard his steps approaching, and a moment later felt him place something strange on her head.



“What’s this?” As Susanne straightened up and turned to face him, the whatever-it-was fell off, and she reflexively snatched it out of the air with a catch she never would have made were she consciously trying. It felt papery in her hands, and as she caught sight of the lopsided cone adorning his head, it all clicked together in a burst of laughter.



Professor Boone joined in with a chuckle. “I’m afraid I did not have any proper party hats lying around, so these will have to suffice. With luck, they will prove sufficiently festive to permit our celebration to proceed.”



Susanne turned her makeshift hat over in her hands. “Are these just old design drafts you rolled up and stapled together?”



“These are not just any old design drafts. Take a closer look, if you will.”



Susanne’s eyes widened as she spotted a particular component sketched in black, familiar even though she’d seen it only the bleary once. “The designs for the Epiphanizer!”



Professor Boone nodded. “Indeed. These represent a preliminary vision that I ultimately did not pursue, but the spirit is the same. Under the circumstances, I found them fitting, as it were.”



Susanne eyed him with a frown. “Are you sure about this, sir? We worked so hard to get the Epiphanizer off your head, so to—” She cut herself off, but the damage was done.



Professor Boone regarded her with a quizzical tilt and an expression to match. “What do you mean, you worked so hard? Could you elaborate, please?”



Susanne sighed. “Beatrix and I started to get worried about you after the first couple of weeks, Professor. At first we tried staking out your house, but you never came out during any of the times we had free enough to spend sitting around waiting. Eventually I got desperate enough to suggest making a device that would hijack the Epiphanizer into convincing you to get rid of it, and—”



“Wait, that was you two?” Susanne nodded, then started in surprise as Professor Boone seized her in a spirited embrace. “I cannot possibly thank you enough. Without that epiphany, I might very well have been lost for good.”



Susanne’s reeling mind latched on to the first coherent thought it managed to form. “I thought you didn’t like hugs.” In the distant and misprioritized way of the dazed and confused, she noted that their hats had landed one atop the other on the floor.



“But you do, do you not? And you’ve earned it.”



After a moment to process that, Susanne smiled and hugged him back.








14 September 2008, the kitchen of the abode of Professor Calvin Boone



Calvin had nearly finished dicing the onion before he decided to cut through the quiet. “Are you of this world again, Susanne?”



Susanne’s head twitched as though she’d nearly made to look his way before restraining her focus to the saucepan she was tending, and she nodded. “Yes, I think so. It was just such a shock, it really threw my mind entirely for a loop. Uh, Professor.”



Calvin blinked, then resumed collecting the diced onion into a ready pile for Susanne to work her wonders with. “Truly? I would not have expected it to have come as much more than a modest surprise. Uncommonly intemperate displays are a frequent hallmark of intense gratitude.”



Susanne laughed as he set the onion beside the stove. “Would you believe that I was worried you wouldn’t take it well? I mean, we did meddle with your inventions without permission. And arguably sort of spy on you. Oh, could you cut the bread next, please?”



“How would you like it cut?”



“A decent pile of croutony cubish pieces, maybe the size of the diced onion? And any sort of slices if you want to have bread and butter too.”



Calvin set to the loaf with a will. “I suppose I can see the cause of your concern, but rest assured, I will never be angered by meddling or spying in fulfillment of such a noble cause. Oh, and don’t think I didn’t notice the way you called Beatrix by name. I could hardly be anything less than pleased that you two have finally achieved a cordial relationship.”



Susanne tittered, though doubtless she would as wont contest the veracity of the term given the chance. “I don’t know that I’d go that far, Professor, but I suppose you could say we’ve at least reached a more amicable truce. We probably won’t end up accidentally interrupting any more classes sniping at each other anytime soon.”



Calvin chuckled. “And that alone would be cause enough to earn my everlasting gratitude.”



The kitchen drifted briefly into silence, complete but for the sizzling of the contents of Susanne’s saucepan. It was only once she finally pulled it from the flame that she resumed the conversation. “I am still wondering about the hats, sir.” She nodded toward the party hats he’d fashioned, placed to the side for the duration of the meal preparation. “Given all that happened, do you really want to celebrate your freedom from the Epiphanizer by wearing a facsimile of it?”



Calvin nodded, though as Susanne had turned away again it probably did little. “While the tale almost ended in tragedy, at the same time it was a triumph. I see no reason to let the negative aspects stain the good by association.”



Susanne whipped her head around so sharply that her hair sent a ladle clattering from its hook. “A triumph? Please tell me you’re not planning to use it again, Professor.” She looked as if she wanted to say more, but after a moment simply shook her head and knelt to retrieve the fallen ladle.



Calvin sighed. “Progress can rarely be made without venturing some risk, Susanne. Now that I know the risk it poses, I can set about strengthening my will so that once I’ve fully recovered from my ordeal, I will be properly prepared to resist its allure.”



Susanne fidgeted with the ladle in her hands. “I don’t know. So much could still go wrong.”



“If it helps, I was fully intending to ask you and Beatrix to serve as my... spotters, one might say. I don’t dare strain my mental musculature so strongly without assistants to guard me against the prospect of failure.”



Susanne finally placed the ladle down on the counter. “I suppose that would help, sir, but is this really necessary at all?”



Calvin let his gaze briefly drift unfocused towards the ceiling. “Perhaps not necessary, but certainly still for the good. I of course cannot know how the Epiphanizer might change the world, but given the proper refinements and safety measures, change the world it will. To leave such a potent tool gathering dust would be a sin of a sort, comprised of all the foregone benefits it might otherwise have bestowed upon mankind.”



Susanne stood for a time in restless deliberation as the food she’d made grew cold, until at last she blew a puff of air up across her bangs. “Alright, fine, I suppose I can give it my provisional acceptance, Professor. But only if I can be absolutely certain that it’s safe. All those benefits will still be foregone if you relapse.”



Calvin held up a hand. “Worry not. I vow that I shall not use the Epiphanizer except insofar as you and Beatrix are comfortable with my doing so. If you tell me to cease, I shall, even if I am confident that I could safely continue. And I will not even go so far as to work on modifying its design before you give the assent.”



He smiled ruefully. “Until you do, I shall content myself to simply sit back in saudade, and dream of what wondrous idea it might next generate.”
      

      
   
      Stolen Time


      

      
      
         Samantha’s alarm tone began chiming at 4:30 am. There was nothing wrong with the alarm; that was when she usually woke up. It was set to not turn off until the floor sensed her walking out of her bedroom and into her clothes room, so the pleasant chirping continued for another few minutes as she groaned and grumbled. It must be a Tuesday, she thought as she flopped out of bed and made her way to the clothes room to get changed for the day. Tuesdays were the worst. Tuesdays meant her boss inspected her work section. Samantha wondered why she ever bothered to get up on those days, even though she knew that to miss a day of work unexcused would cost two days.



It was, in fact, a Tuesday. The eating room announced it as she stumbled her way into it. It said “Good morning, Samantha! It is a Tuesday, and today your breakfast is: Whole-Grain Berry Paste!” Samantha despised the voice, both for its chipper attitude at such an early hour and for its decision for her ‘nutritious and well-balanced meal.’ Every meal tasted almost the same, but she liked berry the least. She couldn’t afford any better, unfortunately. That, in her opinion, would be a waste of time.



It was raining outside, just like it did every Tuesday and Thursday. Samantha rather liked the rain. It gave her an excuse to feel miserable about everything. Everything looked dreary, and even though her clothes on Tuesdays and Thursdays were waterproof and she was therefore comfortably dry, she still found that the darkened sky made everything seem just about as awful as work was going to be. 



Not everyone found the weather to be awful, however. Samantha turned and scowled as a younger person ran past, decisively stomping in every puddle he could find on his way to the learning building. She had, at one point, been as young in the mind as he was, it was only logical, but she could neither remember it nor relate to the pesky young person. Few people could. That was probably why the young people were all taught by robots until they were old enough to just be people.



She arrived at work at precisely 6:25. This was good, as late minutes cost double minutes, and if there was one thing that Samantha hated, it was wasted time. She sighed and went over to the lab. Her co-worker, Arnold, was early. This irritated Samantha, as she believed Arnold was an idiot who had slipped through the system. Arnold probably thought the same thing about her, Samantha pondered, as she logged into her work screen. That is, assuming he could think. Her screen showed a clock in the top right corner. The rest of it was filled with data about the creatures she had to analyze that day. 



The first specimen was a female, aged 4 years and 6 days. The data said that she was excelling in Math, but doing rather poorly at writing. Samantha sighed, and hit the red button that said “No” on it. On to the next creature.



The next one was a male, aged 7 years and 137 days. He was doing average in all subjects equally, but hadn’t shown promise in any creative endeavor. No.

Another one was female. 8 years, 242 days. Could program well, but lacked certain social skills. No.



Male. 3 years, 145 days. Visual analysis tests showed he was colorblind. No.



Male. 9 years, 12 days. He was exceptional in science and math, and showed notable interest in the field of biology. Samantha’s hand hovered over the “No” button out of habit, but puzzled over this entry a little while longer, reading more data, slightly irate at the fact that this one would take more than the few seconds normally required. He was decent at writing and had written a few feeble attempts at stories. The system needed more biologists, though, so that’s what he would be taught if he became a young person. She sighed and hit the green “yes” button before pausing and looking over at Arnold to see how he was doing with the assignments.



Her mouth dropped open slightly as she looked over his screen. He had said “yes” to everyone! He really was an idiot. Samantha would report him for it, but reports took too long. She looked back to her screen to find that she was done with the sorting portion of her work. The clock and her task manager stated that it was now time to inform the creatures of their results. This was the part that Samantha hated most. Thankfully, Arnold did a different task after this, so she wouldn’t have to be around him. Good. His stupidity might be contagious.



She made her way to the announcing lab. Why they didn’t have robots do this part, Samantha never could figure out. It was always unpleasant, and always made her feel oddly guilty, as though she had stepped on a particularly less ugly bug. And, much to her loathing, her boss was there. Pasty, perky Catherine. She was always quoting things like “The system only works if you do your best, every day” and “Do non-essential things on your own, non-work time!” Arnold thought Catherine was inspiring. Samantha thought Catherine was a waste of her time, not that she would say that aloud. 



She sighed and got to work, trying to ignore the feeling of Catherine looming over her shoulder. Looking down, Samantha noticed that she only had three creatures to inform. That was wonderful. The sooner she finished this, the sooner she could eat her lunch at the eating room at the lab. She cleared her throat before turning on the microphone. The wall in front of her turned transparent, activating the one-way glass. She was thankful it was a specimen she did not recognize; it made everything much easier. 



“Your results have been analyzed by a team of people who specialize in understanding the system’s requirements and needs. Unfortunately, you did not meet the requirements to achieve young personhood. You will-” 



The creature in the room started to sob uncontrollably, curling up into a pathetic ball. What a miserably common way to interrupt. Samantha continued, speaking louder in order to be heard over the weeping.



“You will be sent to a time factory, where you will spend a short time in luxury and comfort before you will be harvested for your remaining time.”



Samantha looked back to see her boss quirking an eyebrow at her, before quickly adding, “We in the system wish you a pleasant stay and a wonderful life. Have-” She coughed, looking anywhere but the inconsolable specimen. “Have a nice day.”



The creature was gently dragged out of the room as Samantha turned back once again to see her boss smiling contentedly. It was very disappointing that that one had acted so immaturely, but then again, what did she expect from a ten-year-old?



Tapping on the screen, Samantha began the next announcement. The second creature, a female, took the news rather admirably, keeping her tears to a minimum and even giving a curt nod to the wall that she and her boss were seated behind. Samantha was almost disappointed that she didn’t recognize this one either. It would have been nice to know why eight analyzing people had given her a “no.” Well, it didn’t matter. She was only eleven and some odd days, and her remaining time would be used well.



The third one, a male, was rather angry as he slouched in. She recognized him as the first person she had analyzed that morning, and found that she didn’t feel particularly bad that she had given him his eighth and final “no.” He barely let Samantha get through her announcement before he spat at her wall, practically livid. “What right,” he snarled, “do you have to kill me?”



Samantha paused, before swiping her screen. This wasn’t part of the script. The script covered questions about the factory, and even the odd instance of ‘thank you for your consideration,’ but not such an inconsiderate inquiry. 



She looked back on her boss, who made the universal ‘fix this mess right now’ gesture. Samantha cleared her throat. “We don’t kill anyone. In the factory, you will be harvested for your remaining lifetime. It is painless, I am told, and you will live in absolute comfort and ecstasy while you wait your turn. There’s absolutely nothing to worry about.” Really, the nerve of some of the creatures! Why did so many of them get so upset? They were doing the people a service, and should be honored by doing their part!

 

The angry little creature stomped and kicked the ground in her direction, making Samantha wonder if he could somehow see through the wall to her, or if he was just guessing. That hadn’t been on the report, so she assumed the latter. “It’s killing, no matter how you put it. You guys are nothing but monsters! Why would the system want me to die? I knew every answer for the math evaluation!”



She glared at the wall, wishing that she had been correct in her first guess and the creature could see through it. If he could, he would surely shrink at the irritated yet professional glare she gave him. “Perhaps it was because of your immature temper. While your math evaluation was satisfactory, it was sadly not enough to redeem you.”



The pathetic thing was not as ashamed at that fact as Samantha though he should have been. Instead, he seemed to only get angrier. “You are all monsters! You’re not people! You’re murderers!”



“Hold your tongue, you insolent specimen!” Samantha snapped coldly, before remembering that her boss was watching her. She gulped and looked back, to Catherine’s disapproving gaze. 



“And, um, have a nice day.” Samantha clicked off the mic before she could stay anything else stupid. The door opened, and the miserable creature was dragged out of the room, shrieking insults at the wall, his voice echoing around the chamber. Satisfied, Samantha spun around in her chair, only to find herself face-to-face with her boss. 



With one look, Samantha knew she was in trouble. Her loss of control could only mean a fine, in the only currency that anyone ever took seriously anymore. She trembled as Catherine shook her head before storming out. This could mean a week, maybe even a week and a half, given to one of the other workers as part of their yearly salary, paid in years. The company allowance for the factory’s supply of time was great, but it never hurt to save time and recycle an unfortunate employee’s punishment.



She knew the risk of what she had done, of course. Angering one of the less fortunate creatures could lead to them starting an uprising at the factory. It wasn’t a common occurrence, but it still cost the factory a great deal of resources, and the peacekeepers had to be called in to put an end to the annoying disruption. While the revolution was always quenched, a few of them usually found a way to escape from the comfort and luxury of the time factory. 



Some of the escapees were caught and brought back to live their last days in wonderful prosperity and joy, but an annoying couple managed to find refuge with other escapees, and lived on the outskirts of society. Outcasts and renegades, they were the only cause of crime in the otherwise perfect society. The thought of it made Samantha shudder. They lived in the wasted areas, around the landfills, near the furnaces and recyclers. Why would they choose that over the comfort and calm of the factory? It made no sense at all.



Some of them, horrifyingly enough, lived to be people-aged, and a disturbing number of reports mentioned that a few of the packs of creatures had discovered how the factory harvested time, and would jump random people on the streets to try to avenge the miscreants’ lost time, stealing every second from the poor person. Samantha found these time thieves terrifying, and wish they would just stick to stealing jewelry or green paper, much like the stories of older ages had described. 



But she couldn’t let the thought of those horrid monster-creatures take up a precious second more of her time, because time was not a thing to be squandered over unpleasant thoughts. Samantha took a deep breath and tried her best to get through the rest of her day without an incident. Most of her work turned out to be filing and sorting information, anyway, and it proved easy enough to stay out of her boss’s way. It was mind-bogglingly tedious, but important, and Samantha was proud that she was helping the people with something so necessary.



Thankfully, Catherine was a sensible person, and would follow common procedure wait until after she left work to file the complaint against her. Perhaps, once she thought of the best possible wording, Samantha could explain what happened to her on the way to their living complexes. Then Catherine, annoying and foolish as she may be, would understand her point of view, and it would be like it never happened.



Samantha almost smiled at that thought before remembering it was Tuesday, and therefore a day to be unhappy.



She muttered to herself as she searched the rainy streets after work. Catherine was proving very difficult to track down. She pushed her way through the crowd of waterproof people, looking for the most annoyingly cheery person she could, and… there! Samantha surged forward, trying to reach her boss. She waved her hands in a manner that would otherwise be considered undignified and a waste of energy, trying to get her boss’s attention. When that failed, she began saying Catherine’s name, quietly at first, so as not to disturb the crowd around her, but then louder and louder once she got no response. Ah! Catherine had heard her last call, practically a yell, and had stopped, frozen in place. Perhaps all this could be fixed, and her sentence could be reduced, or even eliminated altogether. Perhaps-



Catherine turned around slowly to look at Samantha. Her cheeks seemed streaked with tears, but that was most likely just the rain. Samantha’s hurried walk slowed to a halt as she looked into her boss’s eyes. Something didn’t seem right, they looked empty, far more empty than a person’s should. Her lips trembled, as though she was trying to say something, but Samantha heard nothing over the pounding rain and thumps of footsteps of stranger people. She could only stare in shock as Catherine slumped over, gracelessly crumpling onto the pavement. 



Behind her stood a boy, about the age of the young person she had seen on her way to work. The specimen met Samantha’s gaze, then looked around at everyone else who had stopped to gape. His mouth, lips cracked from obvious neglect, quirked into a lopsided smile. His clothes were torn and far too large for a creature like him, for he clearly wasn’t a person. He didn’t look right, or refined, or even pretty enough to be selected. He must have been one of those time thieves she had heard about!



He waved his hand slightly, which held some mechanical device that looked painfully sharp and dangerous. At the end of it was a claw-like mechanism that glistened with the blood of her former boss. The machine clanked and whirred to itself. Inside a glassy container at the end of the device, something thin and wispy swirled. It made her head ache to look at, though Samantha couldn’t quite place why. Something was just wrong about it. What was that? Was that… time?



The not-person must have stolen her boss’s time! Members of the crowd were beginning to take a step back with shouts of alarm, praying that they weren’t the boy’s next target. The boy didn’t seem all too concerned by the reaction of the crowd. In fact, he seemed almost pleased. Was he proud of the heinous act that he had committed? Samantha couldn’t tell, and she didn’t get the chance to ask him. With a carefree grin, he ran through the crowd, strange machine in tow. The people parted for him in shock.



The moment afterward hung in the air awkwardly, like a torn-apart microspider’s web taking its sweet time to flutter to the ground below. Eventually, though, the onlookers went on with their lives, efficiently ignoring the crumpled form of the woman whose time was brutally stolen from her. Samantha jerked her gaze from Catherine, and looked around. People were no longer staring. They were walking away, getting on with their lives. It was as though nothing had ever happened.



Samantha watched the other people, her eyes flickering between the still form of her now-former boss and the reactions of others. The few that still lingered shook their heads at the corpse on the ground before continuing on their way. One person she heard even muttered “What a pity, she had so much life left to live.” She took a deep breath, tore her gaze away from Catherine, and walked towards her living complex. The body would be collected, burned, and recycled. 



It wasn’t really her business to think too much about it. Catherine would be replaced. Samantha’s mistake would be forgotten forever. The only witness to her anger now was a funny little angry creature who would be harvested with the rest of the non-people. It wasn’t worth thinking about, or even noting. 



It was probably not even worth reporting. Someone else would, surely. There had been many witnesses, and it was too awkward of a topic to think about, the whole time-thief business. If there was one in her city, there were bound to be more on the outskirts, but… no. Samantha cleared her mind and stepped up to the door in drippy waterproof shoes. It opened for her with a content hiss, and she made her way to the elevator. Worrying about what could happen, and what could be, would take far too long.



And if there was one thing Samantha hated, it was wasted time.
      

      
   
      And What Becomes of Champions?


      

      
      
         Pyria sipped her tea with shaking hands.



In the far distance, she could hear the small war taking place. The mechanical roars of the monster were loud enough to shake the windows, and she could see the fires burning well enough to read by. She didn’t bother trying— she wouldn’t be able to focus right now.



A large crash from somewhere below shook the house, rattling the dishes and almost knocking the teapot off the table. She caught it with practiced ease and set it back on the table for a moment, before sighing and standing up.



Grumbling as the constant thumps made it hard to walk, Pyria secured her tea set and made sure everything was tied down. Maybe the monster would flatten her house, but if it didn’t there wouldn’t be fractured plates and glass all over the floor. As she turned to her leave, her gaze lingered on the axe she hung near the door. Her hand trailed in longingly up its shaft, and she considered hefting it and taking it with her. 



Pyria snorted bitterly. Like I can lift the thing anymore.



Limping slightly, she left her house and began walking down the street. The sun was setting, providing her with a beautiful view of the entire city down below her. It had been built into the side of a great mountain, with the gates on the bottom and the residential areas and government buildings near the top. Normally, the view was breathtaking. It still was, but less because of the way the sun caught the golden streets and more because there was a large clockwork dragon destroying everything in sight.



The dragon was made from metal, gleaming in the setting sun. It towered over the streets, so big that she could see it clearly even at this distance. There was so much fire and smoke that she couldn't make out any details clearly, other than the general idea that it was really really big . The Knights of the city Watch looked like ants, scurrying around the streets below.



She couldn’t see what was happening clearly enough from this distance— just the desperate motion of battle. Pyria definitely couldn't see the one person down there that she was worried about, so with a sigh, she turned and carried on down the road. At the very end, she came to a large door leading into the mountain itself. It was one of the more expensive dwarf houses; big enough to hold the block if need be. The rest of their neighborhood had fled when the dragon first appeared outside the city gates, so as far as she knew it was just the two of them. Opening the door and stooping to fit inisde, she called out, “Ruvor? Ruvor Brickbreaker, where are you?”



“Back here!” A voice called in a thick dwarvish accent. “Ye know where I am by now! Come in! Brin’ a drink from the kitchen, will ye?”



Pyria snorted irritably and made her way to the sitting room. Old Ruvor's house always smelled like smoke and meat in a way that always comforted her.  She could stand up straight there; Ruvor was a hospitable member of the community and one of the few dwarves that insisted on being able to entertain elves as well as dwarves. It was lit with an enchanted fire, casting a warm yellow light across the room. She felt her muscles relax as she walked inside and she breathed in the warm smell of beer and beef. Back when they first met— when she was a self-righteous firebrand and he was a loud-mouthed idiot— the smell would have repulsed her. Old age hadn't granted her a lot, but she was grateful she'd at least grown a little wiser. 



Ruvor sat in his specially-made throne, which was enchanted to never decay and had been built on a stand that could rotate in every direction. He didn’t notice her come in, staring deep into the huge magical mirror he’d bought a few weeks ago. “Pyria!” He shouted, “Are ye there? Did ye bring me beer?”



“I most certainly did not!” She snapped. “If you want an elf maid, you should hire one.” She sniffed. “Besides, you drink far too much anyway.”



“If I wanted someone to tell me what to do,” Ruvor yelled good-naturedly, “then I’d let me daughter live ‘ere, wouldn’t I?”



“Oh, I don’t know know why you do half the things you do, you old kook.”



He chuckled. “If I’m an’ old kook, what does tha’ make ye, then?”



She flinched and didn’t answer. She wasn’t sure if Ruvor didn’t notice, or just decided to let the flinch go, but either way, she was grateful it didn’t come up. She sat down beside him, watching the magic mirror’s commentary of the dragon attack. After a moment, he silently slid her the bucket of roasted nuts to share.



Inside the mirror, what looked like a mask made of smoke floated in front of a still image of the city. Its eye was glowing a soft grey, and it managed to sound excited and invested in everything it was saying without breaking its monotone. “I see that we have one or two new viewers just joining us. This is The Herald, repeating our top story. In the largest attack since Malicor’s return, his dragon has leveled parts of the merchant district and is trying to make his way up towards the center of the residential district. All attempts to stop it have proven to be futile, though the latest of the Champions, an elf maiden named Shaina Daeyarus, is on the scene.”



Pyria bit into a handful of nuts. Her hands were still shaking.



“None of her weapons have been able to penetrate the creatures scaly armor, and we appear to be seeing for the first time the limits of her incredible strength. The City Watch has considering calling for an evacuation, but of course, the question is, ‘where would we go?’ The Dragon is slowly making its way towards the Great Tower, where the King and his wizards are attempting to create a plan—”



“Ha!” Pyria laughed. “As if any of those coots ever did anything useful.”



“That’s tellin’ ‘em!” Ruvor agreed. “We don’t need some politician—” he made sure to pronounce politician as if it were a slur— “tellin’ us what ta’ do! We need action!”



Neither of them was sure what action was needed, but that was beside the point. The point was, the people in power were awful at everything and that was the only reason everything was awful. Everyone knew that.



“We go now live to the scene of the fight with one of our meatbag reporters Alwin Glyndan. Alwin, how do things look?” 



The new image floated forwards from the back of the mirror, full of motion. The dragon was at the other end of a city block, trying to push itself through a large blockade that had been hastily erected. It moved with unnatural efficiency, ignoring everything around it. Its wings were all but gone, the left one on fire and the right one hanging limply to the side. In the foreground, a tall Eflin reporter with a thin mustache and striking eyes stared solemnly into the mirror. “Things are beginning to look bleak. The Champion hasn’t had any luck finding a way to disable this monster, and the city Watch is steadily losing ground. We give it about five more minutes before its clear of our fortifications and can attempt an attack on the Great Tower directly.” 



"Do we have confirmation that the King and the rest of the governemt are the Tower now?



Alwing shrugged. You're guess is as good as mine. So far, my sources say that the Coalition of Wizards is confident they can repel the creature.



“Yes, I'm sure we all have every confidence in them," The Herald said politely. Despite being a magical being himself, the Herald shared a skeptical view of the Wizards Coalition with essentially the rest of the city. "And where is the Champion now?” 



Alwin was to professional to openly sneer, but Pyria had talked to the man to often to be able to miss the intent. “She got knocked out of the fight a few minutes ago. The last time I checked, she was attempting to dig herself out from under a pile of rubble after failing to harm the dragon. I know I was hard on the previous Champion, Pyria Daeyarus, but considering what a poor showing her daughter—” 



“Mute.”



Pyria slashed the word out like a sword. As the mirror silenced itself, she took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Ruvor gave her a few minutes to get herself under control before he spoke. “Ye know this ain’t the first time she’s got 'erself in trouble.”



“Oh, I know that!” Pyria took another deep breath and tried to speak without using her words as blunt objects. “I know that, but… Well, when I was her age…” She leaned back in her chair, striving to ignore the pops from her old bones. “I had to train every day to get stronger, to be ready for a fight. She trains, but she's nowhere near as strong as I was. And she spends so much more time out in the city, not even fighting things but—"



"Helping people?" Ruvor asked with a raised eyebrow.



"Oh, you know that's not what I meant!" She snapped. "I— I'm not saying she doesn't take this seriously. Honestly, she could loosen up from time to time. But she's not as tough as I was, and I would have died a million times over without your help. She's all alone!"



Ruvor grunted and took a deep swig from his mug. Frowning to find it basically empty, he set it down with a loud clunk. “Well, I dunno about that. She’s got the Watch.”



Pyria’s laughter was so sharp it almost sounded like she was barking. “Since when has the City Watch been good for anything? They do right by you— as long as you’re rich and a dwarf!” She winced. “Not that I…”



Ruvor waived her apology aside. “Aye, I know what ye meant. But ain’t you seen the fresh Captian, that Axebreaker feller? Got a good head on his shoulders, that lad. Most o’ the other nobles hate him.”



“Hmpf.” The watched the mirror in relative silence, each action the dragon undertook punctuated by the sound of it moving outside. On the screen, the Watch grew increasingly desperate, firing crossbows and throwing spears hoping to find some kind of weakness. Alwin was eventually joined by another member of the Watch, a dwarf wielding a ball of spikes attached to a length of chain. Ruvok reached over and turned the sound back up.



“...and by the time it reaches the main Watch-house, the fuse will reach the powder, igniting the whole thing,” she was saying proudly. “Some o’ my best work, I’ll admit.” 



“So,” began Alwin, who was never one to let something go if it caused someone else pain, “You’re saying we didn’t even need the Champion in the first place?” 



“Well,” the dwarf technician began, scratching the back of her neck with whatever weapon it was she was holding, “Outside the technical fact that we’d ‘ave died before we coulda set them bombs in place, I guess not exactly?” 



“There you have it,” Alwin said in triumph. “We no longer need the Champion to deal with these monster attacks. Is it time to get rid of this pesky—”



BOOM!



The sound came from both the mirror and outside, shaking the whole house. The one-way mirror that Alwin was using to report fell against the street, and it was a few moments before someone picked it up again. “... the devil was that?” A tinny, distant voice asked.



Ruvor grimaced. “Whoever it was ‘at set the charge didn’t lay a long enough fuse. It went off early.”



Pyria tore her gaze away from the mirror to look at his uncharacteristically cold face. “Will it still be enough?”



He didn’t say anything.



Smoke filled the screen, making it impossible to see. Whoever was holding the mirror kept moving around, sending everything jittering one way or the other. Someone finally took the mirror back and set it on a tripod. For a moment, it seemed as though the dragon was finally dead.



Then, with a growl that sent men scurrying away with all speed, its face emerged through the smoke. Its eyes were lit up like small bonfires, and it exhaled a huge ball of fire. It didn’t stream forwards like it was supposed to; instead, it hung in the air, growing larger and larger by the second. Pyria rose to her feet. “Ruvor; something that big—”



He was already scrambling to his feet and pulling her under the table with him. “Git down!”



A huge KA-THAMM smashed them down, shaking the very ground. The dished clattered to the ground, the mirror cracked, and she was sure that there was going to be a lot more than some broken china when she returned home. Her hands were shaking again. All those people… even if they were Watchmen…



Coughing, she pulled herself up and turned to look into the mirror again. She’d expected to see static, or maybe the disembodied visage of the Herald grimly reporting the death of the cities entire police force. Lights flashed across its surface, making it look like the thing was broken, but as they slowly vanished she realized it was a magical shield. In center frame, standing between the Watch and the dragon, was her daughter.



The Champion.



The suit had been refitted since the days when she'd worn it. It was less armored, with larger gold plates covering vital areas, shored up by much smaller red plates and connected with skin-tight blue fabric. She held a great spear in both hands, projecting a mystical shield over the street. As she watched, it shone with magical power and reformed into a ball and chain several times larger than her body. She rose into the air, spinning the weapon in front of her defensively. There was something in the crook of her right arm, but Pyria couldn't see it properly.



Pyria could still remember what it was like to wear it. The strength to do anything, the speed to go anywhere, the sheer freedom of being the strongest woman alive. Oh, she knew every inch of that armor inside and out.



The dragon roared again, but it was cut short as the Champion leaped into the air and smacked its head away. The dragon staggered back, falling through some of the ramparts and almost slipping back down into the merchant's district. It let loose another fireball, but the Champion smacked it away. Pyria frowned as the analytical part of her mind took over. “She can’t hurt that thing, and if she keeps trying she’ll just wreck the city. If there’s no way to overpower it—”



Ruvor rolled his eyes. “That’s how ye did things. Ye solved things by either hittin' them or hittin’ them harder. Your lassie may not be as strong as ye, but she’s got a plan, mark me words.”



Pyria ignored him, approaching the screen with trembling legs. Most people would expect her to curse the dragon, or shout encouragement to her daughter, or just complain that the risk wasn’t hers to take any more. Instead, there was only one thought it her mind.



May God preserve you. 



A younger Pyria would never have considered praying for anything. Then again, a younger Pyria didn’t have anything to lose.



The Champion was a constant blur of motion, darting around to strike the dragon and spinning away before it could strike her. None of her strikes truly hurt the thing, but she didn’t let up. After a few more failed strikes, the mechanical monstrosity gave up and turned back towards the tower. "Hey!" The Champion called out. "Hey, where are you going? You... your mother was a toy soldier!" 



The dragon ignored her. Pyria blinked. "What is she doing?" 



Ruvor shook his head. "She ain't gonna be able to upset a machine like 'at." 



"No I mean— she never talks when she fights. She says it's just a distraction." 



The Champion tackled the dragons head again, smashing it against a tower. She hung in the air as she waited for it to get up. "That's right, you big... thing, you! Do you want to eat me? I'm right here!"



Pyria realized what was going to happen a split second before anyone else. “Look out—”



With a snap, the dragon reached its neck out and bit down, catching the Champion in its mouth. Sparks spun away from the armor as its enchantments tried to keep her intact. The monster growled as it began to charge its flame.



Ruvor reached for her hand, but she pulled it away. She didn’t need comforting right now. “Oh, clever girl,” she whispered.



The Champion reached around, twisting as much as she could. In her right hand, she held one of the explosive charges the Watch had tried to use to destroy the monster earlier. Twisting her body around as much as she could, she pried open the mouth of the thing and shoved the package down as far as it could go.



The Dragon froze. It didn’t have much of a face, but it seemed surprised. A muffled explosion came from its interior, and fire streamed out of every gap in its metal skin. It let the Champion go and she fell, landing on the street with a muffled crash. She stood quickly enough that Pyria was confident that no one else noticed her hesitation. She swung the ball and chain around and around, building up momentum until she finally smashed it agaisnt the dragon. It's feet lifted off the ground it and went flying over the edge, landing in the evacuated Merchant district below.



The fireball knocked everyone in the street to the ground. They lost a few precious minutes waiting for Alwin to grab the mirror and make his way to the edge of the district. Smoke poured from every hole in the machine, and its metal skin was glowing red from the fire inside. Part of it was already beginning to collapse.



Pyria released the breath she didn’t know she was holding. “She really did it.”



Ruvor nodded. “Did ye really think she wouldn’t? Ye taught to well for ‘at.”



“I just…” Pyria let herself collapse back into the seat. She winced as her bones began complaining at the sudden motion. “I… never thought I’d get too old to do these things, Ruvor. I got old, and so many others didn’t, and now my little girl is stuck trying to clean up something I never would have been able to because I’m just too damn old to do anything!”



Ruvor didn’t say anything, something had gotten better at as he grew older. She sighed. “I know, I’m cantankerous, but I just… I can’t help people anymore. Not like I could back then.” She pointed at the screen where her daughter was already helping clear away rubble. “I just want to be able to do something important again.”



Ruvor put a hand on hers. “I dunno what to tell ye, Pyria. Bein’ old ain’t somethin’ none of us expected to happen. But raisn’ that little girl, teachin’ her how to be a knight… ye did all that, and she saved the whole city. That’s somethin’ ain’t it?”



Pyria looked again her daughter, dragging people away from burning buildings. The armor looked different, she used a spear instead of an axe, and as she watched she actually shook the hand of one of the Watchmen. No one would ever mix the two of them up. 



She chuckled. "Heh. I guess I did something right, didn't I?" 



"If ye went an' got us another tankerd, it'd be two somethings." 



Pyria burst out laughing and slugged him in the shoulder. "Oh— you are incorrigible, you know that?" 



"I don't know what ye mean." He picked up his tankard and sighed. "C'mon. I know I've got another barrel somewhere. Maybe ye don't drink, but I wouldn't mind gettin' a crakin' buzz on before I have to find out what happened to my stores tomorrow." 



He swayed off towards the kitchen, Pyria following and occasionally helping him balance. Maybe the city was changing a little. Malicor's attacks were forcing Elves and Dwarves to get over themselves and work together. The City Watch was nearly competent now. Maybe in a few years, the government might even start working.  



Maybe this won't be so bad after all.
      

      
   
      Ten Scars
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         Today, it is exactly three years. Three years since we left Ponyville and went on our journey to find out if we still have a purpose.



We were always good at what we did, ever since we earned our cutie marks... Who would have thought that, suddenly, new-born foals are unable to get a cutie mark? It was something nopony saw coming when all those foals got born ten years ago, but then we had to find it out when they were old enough for a cutie mark, but just didn't get one, no matter how hard we tried it with them.



No scientists, doctors or mages could explain why this happened. But all three of us were so hopeful that we would find enough foals who still had the ability to get cutie marks, that the disease (or whatever caused the disappearance of cutie marks) had only affected Ponyville. I still can't believe that we found the same conditions in all of Equestria!



It was only a few days ago that we had decided to give up and to return home. All foals who could still get a cutie mark that we found were over the age of seven and it didn't take us long to help them. This was the first time we ever cursed ourselves for having gotten so good at helping other ponies...



For three years, we tried to establish ourselves as simple talent scouts, but recently, we had to realize that it's no use. Turns out, if ponies can't get marks anymore that show them what they're best at, they don't care anymore what their special talent is and just pursue all sorts of occupations and jobs they're good at.



None of us know how to continue and what our own jobs should be, now that the Cutie Mark Crusaders became pointless... But at least we can be pointless in our hometown, that's something all three of us agreed on.







Focusing her magic, the white mare with the purple and pink mane put pressure on the journal she had just written in and slammed it shut, which freed her view of the landscape in front of her again; a brown dirt path, occasionally lined with trees protruding from the wild, tall grass.



With a heavy sigh, the mare hovered the journal and her quill behind her and let them disappear inside the wagon that was harnessed to her.



“We're almost there now.” Her voice was somber, yet could not conceal the small trace of a squeak, a remnant of foalhood days from long ago.



The mare and her two friends – one wearing a thick, brown cowmare hat on top of her flowy, red mane; the other one bearing several scars and missing one of her wings – had almost reached the peak of a steep hill now.



The cowmare looked over to the white unicorn, a longing expression in her eyes. “Ah can't believe it has been three years since ah saw mah family t' last time...” The tone of her voice was contrastingly deep compared to the unicorn mare's.



“Three years and it was all for nothing...” the mare with the scars spoke to their right, her voice raspy and frustrated.



The two other mares turned their heads, empathy for their friend in their faces.



Mere seconds later, the trio of young mares climbed over the crest of the hill. As they had reached its peak, they stopped. They looked down on the town that spread out under them. The sun was already glowing in a bright, orange light on the horizon, a sign that nightfall was nearing, but they did pay no attention to it.

“Has it gotten bigger?” the unicorn mare asked. She squinted, then lifted a hoof and held it over her eyes.



“I don't think so...” her pegasus friend answered. She turned her head around and scanned the town with her eyes. “Maybe a few more houses here and there. I think Ponyville stretches out farther beyond the castle than it did at our departure.”



In the distance, the crystal castle that was the town's landmark sparkled brightly, reflecting the light of the descending sun.



“Not much has changed,” the cowmare concluded, eyes resting on the crystal structure. “Looks like friendship is still magic here.” Her lips curled up into a smile.

Her two friends nodded, now wearing smiles as well.



“Should we go down now?” the unicorn mare looked at the other two, her voice sounding upbeat now.



“No point in waiting!” the orange pegasus responded, rearing up for a moment. “The town won't come up to us!”



Unable to argue over such a fact, the mares to her left agreed. Silent again, they detracted their eyes from the town and began to move down the hill...
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''The Crystal Princess - Part 1''










The first, warm rays of the rising sun shone down on the barn of Sweet Apple Acres. They reached inside through the windows, their light gently gracing a cowmare hat situated on a nightstand on the second floor of the old building.



Steadily rising, the sun sent its rays further into the small room, until they warmed the face of the mare sleeping in the bed next to the nightstand. She stirred as she felt the slight heat, but it took until a voice from downstairs found its way into her ears that she awoke fully.



“Apple Bloom, are ya still asleep up there? We got breakfast ready fer ya!”



The mare in the bed stirred more. “Breakfast?” she mumbled. “Please don' be Sweetie Belle's half-burnt cupcakes again...” She turned to the side, her face grimaced in disgust.



Her eyes shot open as she finally recognized the voice and as the realization where she was now kicked in. Hastily, Apple Bloom sat up in her bed. “Breakfast!” she shouted. The young mare kicked the covers off her body and jumped on all fours. “Oh, I can' wait ta finally get some real breakfast again!” she cheered while she leaped down onto the floor and rushed out of the room.



A wide grin on her face that reached from ear to ear, Apple Bloom bolted down the stairs and zipped over to the kitchen table, almost running her big sister over in the process.



Still grinning, Apple Bloom found herself looking straight into the eyes of her big brother on the opposite side of the table. Big McIntosh stared back at her, eyes wide from surprise over the sudden appearance of his youngest sister.



“Good Mornin', Apple Bloom!” he said after a moment, as his mind had processed it. He smiled warmly.



“Mornin', Big Mac!” Apple Bloom replied politely, then immediately proceeded to stick her nose into the air. Eyes closed, she sniffed, which got a chuckle out of her big brother.



“What's this smell?” she asked. “Is it... pancakes? Or waffles?”



Before she could try any more guessing, Applejack appeared behind her and put a plate in front of her. “Both!” she exclaimed.



Apple Bloom opened her eyes and looked down in front of her, full of disbelief.



Applejack trotted around the table and put another plate in front of Big Mac, then sat down at his side, with a third plate full of the delicious treats for herself.

She looked over at her little sister, her face showing a content smile. “It's t' first time in three years me an' Big Mac have ya at t' table fer breakfast here, so ah made sure that it's extra special!” She took one of the pancakes into her hooves and began eating.



On the other end of the table, Apple Bloom was still staring down at her plate. Her face got reflected by the sirup on her pancakes. She gulped. As a little bit of drool began to form on her lips, she lifted a hoof and wiped it off, finally moving again.



The faces of her siblings couldn't have looked more amused over her reaction. “Ya don' wanna eat?” Applejack asked, her voice sounding ironic.



“Eeyup,” it came from Big Mac, the stallion signaling to be in agreement with this question.



Apple Bloom nodded, reverently, then finally reached for one of the pancakes and took a huge bite out of it. Following a sudden sparkle in her eyes, three more bites happened, then almost all of the pancake had disappeared inside her mouth.



“Thif if the bewt bweakfaft of mah life!” she spoke while simultaneously chewing down on the tasty bits.



Applejack raised an eyebrow. “Whadd'ya say?” she asked, still tongue-in-cheek.



Finished with her first bites, Apple Bloom swallowed. “Ah said: This is the best breakfast of mah life!” She did not wait for any response, instead, she grabbed one of the big waffles next and continued her feast.



“Ah, shucks, Apple Bloom!” Applejack looked down for a moment, slightly blushing. “But ah won't deny it!” she then said, looking in front of her again. “Ah don' even remember when we had pancakes and waffles fer breakfast t' last time! Must 'ave been when Granny Smith was still with us!” Applejack lifted her pancake to her mouth to take another bite, but then stopped and let her hooves slowly sink as she realized what she just said.



All of a sudden, the temperature in the kitchen seemed to drop. The three siblings hung their heads. Now feeling unable to eat, they stared at their food heavy-hearted. It had become completely silent in the room.



After a few moments, Big Mac sighed. He looked up. “Let us not be like that, y'all. Ya know Granny wouldn't have wanted this.”



Apple Bloom looked up into her big brother's face and Applejack did a look to the left, only slightly peering at him. “Ya right, Big McIntosh.” This was all she said and then she returned her attention to her plate and slowly continued eating.



“Mhm.” Apple Bloom nodded, then followed her big sister's example.



Big McIntosh looked from Applejack to Apple Bloom, then he continued eating in silence, as well.



A few minutes later, Apple Bloom put the last piece of her breakfast into her mouth and swallowed it almost instantly. Then she broke the newly fallen silence.

“Ah need ta head out ta meet Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo now,” she announced.



Big McIntosh and Applejack looked up. “Right,” Applejack said, her voice sounding like she had forgotten her little sister's plans.



Apple Bloom slipped down from her seat, rounded the table to the other side and gave Big McIntosh, then Applejack, a hug, wishing goodbye to both.

“Give Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle mah regards, will ya?” Applejack inquired as Apple Bloom had released her hug.



“Sure thing!” Apple Bloom responded, now slightly more upbeat again. “An' maybe ah'll bring them fer lunch later, if that's okay.”



“Sure is, Apple Bloom.” Now a smile returned into Applejack's face. “Extended family is as welcome 'ere as our own family!”



Apple Bloom acknowledged the assent with a smile of her own and a nod, then trotted away to the door. “See ya'll later!” she said, turning around at them, then opened the door and slipped through it.



Outside, Apple Bloom took a moment. She let her eyes wander over the surrounding acres and took a long, deep breath of the fresh farm air. “Sure feels good ta finally be home again!” she spoke to herself. Then she started moving and left Sweet Apple Acres for the old, well-trodden path to Ponyville.







Arrived at Scootaloo's house, Apple Bloom wasted no time to trot up the few stairs between the pillars that flanked the entrance. She raised a hoof and knocked on the door, then did a step back to wait for it to be opened.



It did not take long. Apple Bloom could hear approaching footsteps and a second later, the door got opened and Scootaloo poked her head out. Her mane was messy and sticking out into all directions, like she had just gotten knocked out of bed. Though, there were crumbs in the corners of her mouth, which indicated that she had breakfast already.



“Howdy, Scoots!” Apple Bloom greeted her friend, once more raising a hoof. “Ahm headin' ta see Twilight. Ya ready?”



Instead of answering the question, the pegasus mare just stared at Apple Bloom from heavy-lidded eyes. After a few seconds, she closed them and looked to the side, releasing a strong yawn. Then she stared back at Apple Bloom.



“Uh, ya alright, Scoots?” Apple Bloom asked, ears dropping slightly. “How did ya sleep?”



“As well as in most nights,” the tired mare finally responded. She yawned again. “But I'm ready.”



Scootaloo stretched out her wing and flexed it a little, then bent her forelegs, a groan leaving her mouth. As she was done with her exercise and stood tall again, her face looked slightly refreshed. “Let's go and catch Sweetie Belle!” she said, doing a step forward.



“Not like this!” A stern and rather deep voice sounded over from further inside the house.



Scootaloo twitched and gritted her teeth.



Behind her, an older pegasus mare with a turquoise coat trotted through the corridor into her direction. She took position at Scootaloo's side and, right hoof under her chin, turned her head towards her. Using her left hoof, she wiped the crumbs off Scootaloo's face. “First we need to clean your face, you didn't really think you could leave the house like this, now, did you?” As she was finished and had let go of her victim, she smiled satisfactory.



Scootaloo grimaced. “Stop doing things like this, Lofty!” She turned at her stepaunt and growled. “I am an adult! I stopped being a filly years ago!”



Lofty scowled, unimpressed. “Then you shouldn't behave as careless as one.”



“Ugh... That's not something I looked forward to at our return!” Scootaloo hastily smoothed her mane, then looked at Apple Bloom, hectically. “Let's leave, before she gets the idea to put diapers on me!”



Without awaiting an answer by Apple Bloom, Scootaloo left the house and trotted out onto the street. Apple Bloom looked after her, then turned around one last time, glaring at Lofty, before she followed Scootaloo.



Having caught up with her, Apple Bloom gave her friend a look of empathy. “Hard ta believe she's still actin' like this after so many years... That event really turned 'er upside down.”



Scootaloo looked at her, a compassionate smile on her face. “Yeah...” She looked back at the path in front of her. “But let's not talk about this. I don't want that our first day back in Ponyville is sad and all that...”



Scootaloo had barely finished her sentence, as she suddenly got buried under a mountain of letters dropped right on top of her head. Hovering above her was a grey pegasus mare with blonde mane, giving Scootaloo a sheepish, apologetic grin. She flew down and landed in front of Scootaloo. “Oh, I'm so sorry!” she said. “I just opened my mailbag for one second... I free you of those letters right away!” She reached out to the mare in front of her and began to pluck the letters off of her.



“It's fine, Derpy!” Apple Bloom said, happily beaming at the clumsy mare. “Not like we aren't still used ta that... And ah kind of missed that even.” She came closer and helped Derpy with freeing her friend.



“Yeah!” Scootaloo agreed, as she could finally poke her head out from under the paper mountain. “Leave it up to you to prevent a conversation from becoming even more depressing!”



Derpy halted her efforts for a moment and looked to the side with a blush. “You're still so kind.”



“Don' mention it! And, hey, how's Dinky doin'?” Apple Bloom asked, using her chance.



Derpy stuffed the last letters into her mailbag, then looked up, smiling brightly. “Oh, Dinky is doing fantastic! She writes a letter every week and she is making so much progress at Princess Celestia's school, I'm so proud of her!” Her face turned into a grin and she reared up a little.



“Great ta hear!” Apple Bloom smiled in return. “But, uh, now me and Scoots need ta hurry. We're goin' ta pick up Sweetie Belle and then have ta go an' see Twilight.”



“Oh, that's okay!” Derpy closed her mailbag. “I need to continue my tour anyway, but I hope we can talk later. I'm really glad that you're back!”

“Sure thing!” Apple Bloom assured her.



Derpy exchanged a hoofbump with them and gave them a single wave, then took off into the sky again.



Apple Bloom and Scootaloo looked up and followed her with their eyes for a moment, still smiling, then they continued their way through the town.







As they knocked on the door of the Carousel Boutique, where Sweetie Belle had spent the last night, it was Rarity who opened the door for them. “Oh, good morning, darlings!” she said as she noticed their faces. Rarity stepped forward and presented each of them with a welcome hug. Back in the doorway, she gave them a charming smile. “Don't worry, I'm sure Sweetie Belle will be here any moment.”



She turned around, facing the inside of her boutique. “Sweetie Belle, darling? Apple Bloom and Scootaloo are here for your meeting with Twilight!”



“I'm coming!” it returned faintly from upstairs. A minute later, the door at the other end of the boutique opened with a green glow and Sweetie Belle trotted out gracefully. She carefully closed the door with her magic and joined Rarity's side.



“Hi, girls!” Sweetie Belle greeted them, giving them a smile. “I'm sorry for being late.”



“It's okay,” Scootaloo said. “We just arrived here. Are you ready?”



Before she could answer, Rarity interjected a question. “Sweetie Belle, darling, did you brush your mane?” Her face looked slightly nervous.



Sweetie Belle turned to her. “I did,” she confirmed swiftly, then turned her attention back to her friends. “Let's go, we don't wanna be late for–”



“A-Are you sure, Sweetie Belle?” Rarity interrupted her with another question. “Maybe I just brush it one more time!” She ignited her horn and hovered over a brush from a nearby table. Humming, she started to brush her little sister's mane.



Sweetie Belle looked at Rarity from the corner of her eyes, doubtful. “Why? I said I brushed it. I even brushed it twice! What's wrong, Rarity?”



Rarity's face was calm again now. “Oh, nothing, darling. We just want to make extra sure that you really look fabulous enough for meeting a princess!”



Sweetie Belle, Apple Bloom and Scootaloo exchanged glances. “Uh, Rarity? We're just going to see Twilight... We know her for years. And you know her for years, too.” Sweetie Belle clarified, confused.



“Oho, darling, I'm not talking about Twilight! I'm talking about the other princess, of course!” She continued to hum while carefully going through Sweetie's mane.



Sweetie Belle stared blankly and so did Apple Bloom and Scootaloo. “The other princess? Who?”



Rarity stopped for a moment, disbelief forming in her face. “Oh, haven't you heard? It's spoken about all over town... Princess Flurry Heart arrives today!”

The pupils of the trio of young mares shrunk as they heard the name.



“Flurry Heart comes to Ponyville? Today?!” All of a sudden, the old squeak returned into Sweetie Belle's voice.



“Yes, darling,” Rarity answered, her voice sounding slightly uncomfortable now. “She is coming to see Twilight, one of the rare days she has time to visit her aunt... “



A cold glistening appeared in Apple Bloom's eyes. “Fer real?! She's comin' ta see Twilight just when we do, too?” Her voice was noticeably raised. It caused Scootaloo to give her a careful look, that was somewhere between empathic and worried.



“Uh, yes.” Her brush was shaking slightly now, but the fashionista covered it up excellently. “Twilight showed me a picture of her niece yesterday and you should have seen it! She has grown into such a beautiful, young lady! She is only twelve, but already gives Princess Cadance a run for her bits!” She returned to her humming for a few seconds, then hovered the brush back to the table. “And there, now we are done with you! What do you say?” She held a mirror in front of her sister.



Sweetie Belle did not answer, instead, she stared at her reflection with a less than enthusiastic expression. Scootaloo and Apple Bloom had similar looks in their faces, although the latter also showed traces of anger.



Rarity noticed the tension. She hovered the mirror away. “Don't worry, girls, I'm sure there will still be plenty of time for you to tell Twilight about your journey!”



Sweetie Belle shook her head a few times, freeing herself of the paralyzis. She looked at her sister. “It's not this, Rarity, but you know what... uh, nevermind.” She glanced at her friends, then back at her older sister. “We need to go now, Rarity, we don't want to let Twilight wait!” she said quickly, then turned away from her and trotted out of the boutique with hasty steps. In passing, she nudged Apple Bloom as a sign to come with her. “Bye, Rarity, I see you later!” she shouted back at her sister without turning around.



Scootaloo followed right in her tracks, while Apple Bloom stayed behind and gritted her teeth.



After a few seconds, both Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle called out for her. “APPLE BLOOM!”



It seemed to awaken Apple Bloom from a trance. She stopped gritting her teeth, gave a last, cold look into Rarity's direction, then she turned around slowly and trudged after her friends.



Rarity looked after her, frowning. “I hope this goes well...” she whispered, then stepped back into the boutique and closed the door behind her.







Now on the way to Twilight's castle, Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle trotted at each other's side with frowning faces. In the distance, they could already see their destination. They weren't far away anymore.



“What a bunch o' horseapples!” Apple Bloom yelled, giving her frustration and anger free reign. “Ah don't wanna see this insufferable brat for even jus' one second!”

Her friends looked at her, understanding in their faces.



“I don't look forward to this either, Apple Bloom,” Scootaloo said. “We should avoid her as best as we can.”



“Flurry Heart has chosen the worst day for visiting Twilight...” Sweetie Belle added. “Even though it's been five years now, I still can't like her again. Now I wish we would have returned just a few days later...”



Apple Bloom and Scootaloo gave her agreeing nods.



“But maybe we don't even have to see her,” Scootaloo suggested. “It's still morning and she will probably not arrive that early.”



“That's right,” Sweetie Belle supported the suggestion. “Plus, Twilight knows what she did, so even if Flurry Heart should arrive early, she will ensure that we can avoid her. I don't think we will run into Flurry Heart.”



Apple Bloom suddenly narrowed her eyes at something in the distance. “Ya two might wanna correct yaselves... Talk of t' manticore and he is bound ta appear. Guess who's walkin' inta Twilight's castle right now?” She pointed ahead of them with one hoof. Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle looked up and followed it.



In front of them, just far away enough to not notice them yet, Princess Flurry Heart of the Crystal Empire – her purple and blue mane falling gracefully over her shoulders – and a guard in a golden armor trotted up the stairs at the castle's entrance.



Their mouths open, Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle stared at the scene.



“Flurry Heart,” Scootaloo said, then their faces collectively darkened...



To be continued...
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''The Crystal Princess - Part 2''









Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle stared at the castle entrance with grim faces. After a few seconds, Scootaloo turned to her friends.



“So... what now?” she asked them. “Should we postpone our meeting with Twilight?” Her face showed a mix of uncertainty and conviction.



“Ahm in favor of this!” Apple Bloom shouted, directing her anger at the spot where she had just seen Flurry Heart.



Sweetie Belle turned to face Apple Bloom. “I don't know about this... Twilight will want to know about everything as soon as possible. I think we should still go.”

“Then without me, Sweetie Belle!” Apple Bloom yelled at her in response. “Ahm not goin' anywhere near this ratbag of a filly!” She huffed.



Scootaloo watched Apple Bloom's reaction with a sad expression, then she directed her eyes at Sweetie Belle. “I'm sorry, Sweetie, but I'm kind of on Apple Bloom's side here. Seeing Flurry Heart would just create more trouble.”



Sweetie Belle rolled her eyes. “Fine! But you two are going to explain this to Twilight!” she snapped at them a little. “You know how she can get if she is denied research.”



The white mare turned at the spot and began trotting into the opposite direction of the castle. Apple Bloom and Scootaloo followed right on her hooves. They had been on their way only for a few seconds, as a pink blur zipped into their midst and tried to squeeze itself past them. Sweetie Belle got pushed to the side by the sudden impact and landed in the dirt. Laying on all fours, her head swayed for a moment, then she shook it and looked up to find out who the sudden assaulter was. Her eyes grew wide in surprise. “You?” she asked in utter disbelief.



In front of her stood nopony else than Princess Flurry Heart! She was staring at them with a grin. Not a wide one, it was rather subtle and had a lovely charm to it, but it made clear that she was more than happy to see them. On her was a simple, blue dress, almost too casual for a princess.



Confused, Sweetie Belle trotted back at the side of her friends. Apple Bloom was huffing again, repeatedly this time and Scootaloo raised an eyebrow, sporting a wary expression. Sweetie Belle decided to address the situation before Apple Bloom could say anything and looked at the young alicorn intensely.



“Flurry Heart? Why did you come to see us?” She tried to voice the question as neutral as possible, but her scepticism came through.



The filly reached out, grabbed their forehooves and shook them enthusiastically. A squeal was leaving her throat while she greeted each of them like that. She had barely let go of Scootaloo's hoof as she responded to Sweetie Belle's question.



“You three! It has been five years since the last time we've seen us, isn't it?” she spoke in a chirpy voice, not quite answering the question that was posed to her.

None of the mares said something, they just stared at her, sceptically



“Oh, you are so surprised, but I am, too!” She giggled. “I can't believe that you are here in Ponyville again just when I come for a visit to see Aunt Twilight. We absolutely have to go and see her together! I already told her that we could come together!” During her last words, Flurry Heart ignited her horn. As she was finished talking, she wrapped the three mares in front of her in her yellow aura and, without their consent, pulled them along with her. Her victims in tow, she made her way back to the castle smiling, with a cheer in her trot.



Apple Bloom growled. “Great, now she has grown from a ratbag inta a hyperactive ratbag!” Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle hung their heads and sighed.

The guard that was accompanying Flurry Heart on this trip suddenly came trotting into their direction, a stoic and worried look on his face. The princess' expression changed as she went past him and she gave the guard a scowl. Her face returned to the happy expression almost instantly as she had passed the guard and she continued with a spring in her hoofsteps.







“I can't believe it!” Twilight exclaimed in front of them, full of surprise.



Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle sat on the carpet in the entrance hall of Twilight's castle, freshly dragged into it by the excited teenage princess. She stood at Twilight's side and was still wearing the grin she had greeted them with minutes earlier. Their faces showed how peeved they were over the sudden assault, especially Apple Bloom. And the way how Twilight smiled at them made everything just worse.



“I never would have guessed that you would come together with Flurry Heart to visit me!” Twilight continued. “It's good that you finally seem to get along with Flurry again after all those years, friendship is much better than holding needless grudges,” she said, matter of factly. She cast her eyes over the three mares with a proud smile. As she noticed their looks, she frowned. “But you still look tired from your journey, so we should better come to the reason for your visit.”



The Princess of Friendship turned to Princess Flurry Heart and gave her an apologetic smile. “How about you get settled in the guest room while I talk over some things with your friends? I know you're only here for a day, but I promise it won't take long!”



Apple Bloom furrowed her brow. “Did she jus' call us Flurry Heart's frie–” Sweetie Belle quickly thrust a hoof into her ribcage, firm enough to prevent her from finishing that sentence. She gave her a warning look. Apple Bloom frowned at her, but stayed silent now.



Twilight gave them a glance from the corner of her eyes, then turned at them again. “Is anything wrong?” she asked.



“No, not at all!” Sweetie Belle startled up. “We're just still surprised that we met Flurry Heart here, that's all!”



“I see,” Twilight answered, some scepticism apparent in her voice and face. “Don't worry, there will be plenty of time for you to talk with Flurry Heart about old times later!”



Flurry Heart beamed over Twilight's choice of words, unlike Apple Bloom, seemingly not having noticed the small commotion. “Sure thing, Aunt Twilight!” she said, her voice still sounding full of excitement and joy. “I want to talk with them, too, but I can wait!” She came closer and gave her aunt a hug, head draped over her neck. Then she pulled away and trotted up the stairs, followed by her guard who was now carrying a heavy suitcase.



Twilight turned around and looked after her until she had disappeared on the second floor, then she turned back to face her other visitors again. She pointed with her hoof to the right, at an unsuspicious door close to the huge staircase. “Now come! I bet you have tons of things to tell me about your journey and we better bring this behind us before Flurry Heart gets impatient!” She trotted to the door and opened it with her magic, then entered it. Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle followed closely behind.



Behind the door, a large throne room with a massive table and surrounded by six thrones, some of them adorned with the cutie marks of their big sisters, came into their view. They stopped and looked over everything.



Twilight trotted around the table and took seat on the throne at the opposite side, the one with her own cutie mark on it. She looked at her three visitors, her expression showing that she could guess their thoughts. “Don't worry, just take seat on the thrones! The map rarely calls us for friendship missions these days.”

With a bit of hesitation, the other three mares followed her invitation. They slowly approached the thrones of Applejack, Rainbow Dash and Rarity and halted for a moment in front of them, awe-struck. Then they finally sat down.



Twilight waited patiently until all three of them had gotten comfortable. Then she leaned forward, her face full of curiosity. She looked over the three of them for a moment before she started to ask the questions that were burning on her mind. “So, what did you find out during your journey? Could you find an explanation for why foals suddenly get born without cutie mark magic? Are there any places in Equestria where ponies can still get cutie marks?”



The three of them locked eyes with Twilight, wearing a serious expression now, their antipathy towards Princess Flurry Heart having made room for something more important. A few seconds of silence followed, then Apple Bloom answered.



“Well, unfortunately, we don't come back with good news, Twilight.”



The next hours were spent with them informing Twilight about the discoveries during their journey. Apple Bloom took the lead in re-telling their journey from the day they had left Ponyville three years ago to the day they had decided to return. Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle occasionally added some details Apple Bloom had forgotten to mention and, here and there, Twilight interrupted them to ask further questions. The whole time, she took down notes about their discoveries and experiences, sometimes frowning at the words on the parchment when her mind already tried to make connections and find explanations for everything before the report she received was even finished. As Apple Bloom had ended and Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle had no further details to add, a long roll of parchment had been filled with Twilight's notes. The parchment was reaching back to the wall behind her throne and piled itself up there. Looking at it from the front, it resembled the folds of an accordion.



Twilight removed her magical grip from the quill and let it drop down on the table. She leaned back in her throne, then lifted her hooves to her temples, closed her eyes and started massaging them in circles.



Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle exchanged worried glances, then Apple Bloom looked over to the princess. “Everythin' alright with ya, Twilight?”



Twilight kept massaging her temples, occasionally breathing in and out. Only after a few seconds, she stopped, opened her eyes and addressed Apple Bloom's inquiry. “I'm fine, don't worry. This was just a lot to take in, even for me.” A grim expression appeared on her face and she paused for a moment, panning over the former cutie mark counselors. “What you just told me confirms that the situation is worse than I thought and much more bad than I hoped it would be...” she spoke, the tone of her voice making clear that something was at stake.



Scootaloo locked eyes with Twilight again, her face full of concern. “What are we going to do?”



Twilight breathed out again. It sounded almost fitful. “Nothing... At least for now. I need to do more research on what you told me before we can think about further steps. But now...” She got up from her throne, trembling slightly, then looked at them again. “Now let's go and have lunch. I'm sure Flurry Heart is waiting already and we all need a break now.” She turned around, wrapped the parchment into her magic and began rolling it into a scroll.



Confusion appeared on Apple Bloom's face, which got quickly shared by her friends. “It's lunchtime already?” she wondered out loud. “Ah didn't notice this much time has passed...” She looked into the faces of her friends, regret in her own, and her ears dropped. “Guess that's it fer havin' lunch tagether at Sweet Apple Acres.”



Scootaloo, however, smiled. “Don't worry, Apple Bloom. We can still head over for dinner later.”



Apple Bloom twisted her mouth. “Ah know... Applejack's waitin' fer us, though.”



Now Sweetie Belle gave her a smile. “I'm sure Applejack will understand. And Big Mac too. What we did was important and it was important to let Twilight know about every detail.”



Before Apple Bloom could respond, Twilight appeared at Sweetie Belle's side. “Exactly,” she confirmed her words. She finished rolling the scroll before she continued. “Applejack and I saved Equestria countless times in the last fifteen years. She will understand.”



Twilight's interjection was met with smiles by the trio of mares.



“But now, let's go into the dining room. I'm hungry and I'm sure Spike is done preparing lunch for us all.” She trotted away from the map table and approached the door.



Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle looked after her for a moment, then they slipped down from the thrones and followed.



Outside, Twilight startled and stopped, as she almost bumped into Flurry Heart, who was waiting right in front of the door. Her face showed anxiety and excitement.



Twilight looked at her, slightly lowering her head to meet her eyes. “Oh, Flurry Heart!” she exclaimed in surprise. “I'm sorry for coming so late. Have you been waiting here for a long time?” Her voice sounded guilty.



The younger alicorn shook her head. “I just came here to ask if you and the Crusaders want to come for lunch!” she chirped, her voice full of youthful energy. Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle were leaving the throne room behind Twilight as she spoke, none of them appearing happy to see her again.



Twilight smiled down at her niece. “Then you came in the right moment, Flurry. We just wanted to head to the dining room to do that!”



Flurry Heart beamed up at her aunt with a grin, a wide one this time.



Twilight folded out a wing and nudged her playfully. “I bet you're hungry as well.” She winked at her.



The filly winked back at her aunt, then turned around. Twilight joined her side and draped a wing over her, then they followed the three mares in front of them who had already gone ahead.







In the dining room, Flurry Heart was sitting right next to her aunt at one end of the big table, engaged in a conversation with her. Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle had chosen the seats at the other end. They were eating away at a sumptuous meal and all three of them did their best to not look at the crystal princess opposite of them. Only Apple Bloom occasionally cast a glance at her, eyes like daggers.



Twilight and her Flurry Heart were eating as well, but the young princess showered Twilight in an almost constant stream of words. Her face showed an excited expression and a smile, although the latter faltered more and more the longer she was talking.



“And after that happened, mom and dad said that it can't go on like this. It was just a tiny mishap... But they blew it out of proportion. They said, now that I'm a teenager, this could happen more often and that I need a guard to watch over me when I leave the castle or when they are too busy... And now, I'm stuck with him.” Princess Flurry Heart stretched her hoof to the right. Her guard she was pointing at scowled over the blunt display of her dislike that the young princess put on.



At the other end of the table, Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle rolled their eyes.



Twilight hovered a glass away from her mouth and put it down on the table, then swallowed, her eyes on her niece. “So your parents gave you a personal guard to keep you out of more trouble. That's not such a bad idea, especially during a travel like this.” Her voice sounded persuasive.



“Yes, but they could have thought of something better!” Flurry Heart complained in response. She looked down at her plate and began to angrily stuff herself with the food on it.



It was silent in the dining room for a few minutes, until she looked up again and directed her attention at the three mares that were sitting opposite of her, at the far end of the dining room. “So, how are you three doing?” she asked them, striking up a conversation.



Immediately, all three of them stopped eating and looked at Flurry Heart, their eyes showing a mix of surprise, shock and reluctance to answer. They glanced over at Twilight, who gave them a smile somewhere between encouraging and smug, then back at the other princess. For a moment longer, they just stared, then Sweetie Belle put down her fork and her knife. She gave Flurry Heart the best smile she could muster.



“We're doing fine, thank you,” she said, then returned her attention to her food.



Scootaloo gave her a short glance, as well. “Yeah, everything is fine,” she answered the question, using almost the same words.



Apple Bloom, however, just continued to stare at Flurry Heart. Only a poke by Scootaloo brought a basic response out of her. “Uh-huh,” she said, without interrupting her glare.



Flurry Heart started smiling at them. “Oh, that's great!” she cheered. “I'm glad all of you are doing okay!” Her face took on a curious expression. “What happened during your journey? Was it exciting? Did you find out anything new about cutie marks?”



Once more, Scootaloo glanced at her for a short moment. “Yeah, it was.”



“But nothing new about cutie marks,” Sweetie Belle added for her friend, not looking up this time.



Apple Bloom just mumbled something incomprehensible.



The ears of the princess went down a little. “Oh...” she said. Her whole face showed that she was not satisfied with the response she had gotten. But the disappointment did not last long. A second later, her ears went up again and she smiled once more. “Hey, what are you three going to do now? You know, because there aren't any cutie marks anymore you can help ponies with finding!”



Simultaneously, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle locked their eyes on her; in addition to Apple Bloom, who still sent out her glares. It was not hard to see in their faces that this question made them uncomfortable, yet Flurry Heart did not seem to notice. She smiled at them eagerly.



“Nothin',” Apple Bloom responded stoically. There was a growl in her voice.



Her friends looked at each other and exchanged alarmed glances. Sweetie Belle swallowed the piece of food in her mouth, wrapped Apple Bloom's head in her green aura and moved it down gently, to redirect the attention of her friend back to her food. Begrudgingly, Apple Bloom continued eating. Sweetie Belle breathed out in relief, then looked to the other end of the table. “Apple Bloom means we don't know. We need to figure something out now that we are back in Ponyville.” She turned to face her plate again, lifted up her fork and put another piece into her mouth.



“That's great!” it came from the other side. “Hey, I know something you could do!”



Sweetie Belle did not react this time. She kept her attention on their end of the table and continued eating quietly. Only as Scootaloo gave her a prompting glance, subtly pointing into Flurry Heart's direction with her head, she looked at her and whispered “Your turn”.



Scootaloo's eyes began to express annoyance. She let her shoulders hang and breathed out sharply. Reluctantly, she looked at the filly. “What is it?” she asked.

Princess Flurry Heart showed them her small, charming grin again, the same they saw her with in front of the castle a few hours ago. “You three could become my personal guards!”



To Scootaloo's left, Apple Bloom suddenly coughed. She spluttered a few bits of the food in her mouth across her plate and on the table. Apple Bloom coughed a few more times, then brushed a hoof over her mouth and once more glared at Flurry Heart. “We could become WHAT?!” she shouted in response. “How can ya reckon any of us would ever want ta–” Under the table, she got kicked by Scootaloo with a hoof and stopped in the midst of her sentence.



Scootaloo signaled Apple Bloom with a stern glance to be silent. Then she looked at Flurry Heart. “She means, what's the reason that you want us to be your guards?”



Flurry Heart lowered her eyelids and turned her head to her guard, giving him a disapproving look. Then she turned back at Scootaloo and continued her grinning. “I couldn't convince my parents that I don't need a guard... But when I saw you today, I figured I could at least have guards that are closer to my age.” She faced the guard again. “You know, guards I can actually do something with and have some fun with. Not like this old geezer...”



Now the guard gave her a glare and gnarled his teeth, but Flurry Heart just looked away again, unimpressed. “What do you think?” she then asked, having returned to her grin.



“I understand,” Scootaloo answered. “But we rather find something new to do here in Ponyville.” She looked to the left. “Apple Bloom thinks like that, too,” she answered for her friend.



Sweetie Belle nodded, now looking at Flurry Heart, as well. “Right. We would have to come with you to the Crystal Empire, but we don't want to leave our hometown. Sorry, but no.” Sweetie Belle spoke quickly, but with truthfulness ringing in her voice.



Despite the rejection, Flurry Heart kept aiming her charming grin at them. “Oh, it's okay!” she said. “I understand that you don't want to leave Ponyville now that you just returned. But...” She hesitated for a moment. “But, please think about it, okay?” Her voice sounded pleading, now that she continued. “If you agree, you have a purpose again and Crystal Empire guards get paid really well, so it isn't just for me!”



Apple Bloom began to tremble. Her glare at Flurry Heart turned much more hateful. She opened her mouth to say something, but before she could, an orange hoof was shoved on it. Scootaloo looked at Twilight and Flurry Heart with a strained expression, then slipped down from her seat and pulled Apple Bloom out of her own. She put a hoof over her back and guided her away from the table, looking over her back while doing so. There was nervousness in her face and sweat ran down her forehead. “We think about it, but now excuse us!” She proceeded to lead Apple Bloom out of the room.



Sweetie Belle left her seat, as well, and followed them swiftly. “I'm sorry, Twilight, but we need to meet a friend now, one we haven't seen for years!”



Twilight watched them, a bit consternated about the sudden departure, but nodded. “I understand. The last thing I would want is to keep you from meeting a friend of yours. Bye, girls!”



“Bye, Twilight,” Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle responded in unison while leaving the dining room. The door fell shut behind them.



As they were gone, Twilight looked at her niece. “They really acted odd, don't you think?” she asked her, attempting to start a new conversation.



Flurry Heart answered her look. “Hm!” she said and shrugged her shoulders, a clueless expression on her face.







Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle sat at a table, sunken deeply in thoughts. A huge plate full of muffins that got suddenly put down in front of their faces did nothing to change their morose expressions. They directed their eyes up to the deliverer of the tasty treats, not moving an inch.



The blonde mare looked back at them, some pity visible in her crossed eyes. Derpy sat down on a chair opposite of them and placed her hooves on the table, not being left out of sight of the other three mares. “What happened?” she asked.



Apple Bloom lifted her head a little. “Flurry Heart happened,” she said, her voice sounding calm and weak. There was still a bit of visible anger in her face, but now, the cowmare seemed to lack the energy to act furious.



“Oh...” Derpy lowered her head and focused on the table's surface with one eye, while the other one wandered away to the left.



Sweetie Belle sighed. She looked over to Derpy. “More precisely, she made us an offer. She wants that we come to the Crystal Empire with her and become her personal guards.”



Scootaloo followed Sweetie Belle's example. “So she doesn't have to put up with her current, older guard,” she added to her friend's explanation.

“She wants ta have younger guards who don' jus' guard 'er, but can hang out with 'er, too,” Apple Bloom finalized everything, still looking at Derpy.

Derpy looked back into their faces. “And you don't want this,” she stated.



Sweetie Belle's expression turned serious. “Actually... It's something we talked about over and over again before we came here.” She lowered her eyelids a bit, just as Derpy's expression turned to one of surprise. “Me and Scootaloo, neither of us are too happy about her offer. But if we would take it, we would have something to do again. Being a guard for a princess is better than nothing and it's the only chance we really have.” She cast a short glance over to Apple Bloom, before she looked back at Derpy. “Apple Bloom can always just help her family on Sweet Apple Acres... But for me and Scootaloo, there's nothing to do here in Ponyville. And if we take Flurry Heart's offer, then we would have a purpose again... That's what she said, too. But...” She looked to the right again, into Apple Bloom's direction.



“But Apple Bloom says no, right?” Derpy inferred.



Sweetie Belle detracted her eyes from Apple Bloom again and looked over to Derpy, giving her a smile.



Apple Bloom, however, suddenly returned to the hateful expression she had last shown in the castle. “Of course ahm sayin' no!” she burst out, her energy suddenly having returned. “This dumb and vile brat is responsible fer everythin'! Without 'er, mah Granny would still be alive!” As soon as it had come back, the energy left Apple Bloom again. She slumped back in her chair, tears appearing in her still angry-looking eyes that were now directed at the table top.



Scootaloo looked over to her friend. “Apple Bloom, we don't know for sure if Flurry Heart is responsible for this, remember?” She put a hoof across Apple Bloom's shoulders and pulled her head closer.



Sweetie Belle got up from her chair and trotted at Apple Bloom's side, where she placed a hoof on her left hindleg. “Scoots is right,” she spoke softly. “And even though we have doubts about all of this, too, I think it's worth giving it a shot.”



Teary-eyed, Apple Bloom looked at her. “Y-Ya sure, Sweetie? She's such a t-troublemaker...”



Sweetie Belle nodded. “She is. But this was all five years ago now... Maybe Flurry Heart has changed. And if it doesn't work out, we can always resign. We could try it for just a few weeks...” She looked into her friend's eyes intensely. “Deal?”



Apple Bloom looked down, thinking. After a moment, she gazed at Sweetie Belle again, then redirected her eyes at Derpy. The older mare gave her a smile and nodded. Apple Bloom stared at Derpy for a moment, then looked at Sweetie Belle a second time. She lifted a hoof and brushed it over her nose. “D-Deal,” she said, attempting a smile.







Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle looked with stern conviction at the filly that stood in front of them in the entrance hall of the Friendship Castle. Knowing what they were here for, Princess Flurry Heart looked back at them expectantly. “Have you decided it? Do you want to become my guards?” She bit her lip.



The three mares exchanged glances, a last bit of doubt emerging in their eyes. Apple Bloom raised a brow, wearing the most sceptical expression of all of them. Then Scootaloo looked straight into the young princess' face. “We have. We are going to be your guards for a while, Flurry Heart,” she spoke quickly before they could change their mind.



The eyes of Flurry Heart began to glow and sparkle. Abruptly, she reached forward and wrapped the pegasus mare in front of her into a tight embrace. “Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!” she shouted with glee.



Scootaloo could not help but letting a faint smile escape her over this reaction. “Let's hope this wasn't a mistake,” she whispered, inaudibly for Flurry Heart, her friends looking at the scene with newfound scepticism...
      

      
   