
      No I'm fine


      
      
      
         
         I am

      
      

      

      
      
         No I’m fine I told her I said oh I’m dying haha just kidding too much coffee you know how it is and that’s why my hands are shaking so bad I dropped my pen and I said you know how it is you’re tired and you drink coffee but then you’re just tired and jittery and that’s office humor and everyone chuckled because they were as happy as me to not talk about it just like when Karen from HR told me that I looked like I was losing weight and what was my secret and I said that flu I had the last two weeks sure helped and we both laughed and I sure didn’t lie that it was diet and exercise because she never eats less than three orders of mozzarella sticks at lunch and just the smell of them makes me sick the smell of any food makes me sick and sorry I’m staring at your food oh no I’m just on this diet and yeah it’s working but it can’t stop me from looking at your leftover chinese takeout and wishing I was eating it or at least wishing I wanted to eat it but lunch is almost over it will be over soon and then I won’t have to worry about it about any of it because it will be over and I won’t have to worry won’t have to worry about any of it.



No I’m fine I told her I said it’s just been really busy here at work and you know how it is around tax season with the reports and clients and I just forgot to add it to my phone’s calendar and yeah that’s okay just reschedule it I know how important screening is for a man my age and I know I missed the free screenings but the insurance should pay for it anyway won’t it yes that time works and of course I’ll add it onto my calendar right now now clicky clicky click on the keyboard as I pinched the phone against my shoulder and typed random numbers into Excel and decided that wasn’t random enough and I put in a random number generator but what are the bounds so I pulled up the same pdf I’d been editing the last five years and looked at the normal ranges for cholesterol and liver enzymes and prostate specific antigen and yeah I’d better lower the cholesterol number so it looks better and then my wife will let me buy bacon again and oh sorry yes I have it on my calendar and I’ll see you next week of course thank you very much sorry to be such a bother I’m so forgetful well I’d better forget back to this oh haha I meant get back to this work thanks and goodbye and I can’t forget to change the date when was that appointment I missed she just said it but I didn’t write it down I don’t write anything down and I know my wife has it on the calendar at home and I’ll just tell her I forgot to forward the results and I’ll get to it tomorrow but no the doctor closes at seven and the appointment was after work and they would have called right after but they closed so that’s why they called today so it was yesterday and so I put yesterday’s date on it and attached the fake lab results I just typed up to an email and sent it to the wife and the day is almost over and it’s almost over and then I won’t have to worry about it because it’ll be over and I won’t have to worry any more.



No I’m fine I’ll tell her I’ll say it’s just been really busy at work why change it if it works and you know how it is with the reports and the paperwork and the bullshit and she’ll laugh a sad laugh because it’s all bullshit and why would anyone even pay for someone to do that but it’s my night to cook and I’ll be so late we’ll have to order pizza or just eat chips like slobs and I pulled in the driveway and left my briefcase in the front seat I stood on the porch and cleared my phone history there’s no reason to get a call from the doctor if I’d actually gone and gotten the tests done like I said and I locked my phone and went inside but the lights were dim and she had candles going they were scented candles and she was leaning against the bedroom door in a lacy frilly thing and my stomach tied itself into knots and I smiled but not much and she asked what was wrong so I said it I said no I’m fine I told her it’s just been really busy at work I’m sorry I’m late and she undid my tie and used it to pull me into the bedroom with the candles and the silk sheets and she did that thing I’ve always liked but of course I couldn’t get it up I’m sorry it’s not you you’re sexy of course and she really was but no I’m fine I told her I said it’s just been really stressful at work you know how it is and I hoped she wouldn’t ask about the last dozen times I’d been really stressed at work so I kissed her on the forehead and pulled the vibrator out of the drawer and laid her on the bed and why don’t you take care of yourself while I have a drink and try to relax and we can try again later tonight but I knew she’d fall asleep and she won’t try again tonight so I poured a drink and sat in the kitchen and listened to the buzzing from the other room and there weren’t any chips left but there was still whiskey and that was probably better it was cheaper anyway and at least the whiskey didn’t make me sick so I poured another one and when the ice maker stopped I realized the buzzing was gone and I went into the bedroom and she was asleep on her side of the bed and it was late so I turned off the lights and laid down and drank my whiskey and everything would be okay because the evening would be over soon and I would be asleep it would all be over soon and I wouldn’t have to worry any more.



No I’m fine I told her I said I just had too much water before I went to bed haha and that’s why it’s the third time I’ve gotten up to pee tonight and it’s only two in the morning even though it’s been like that every night for months and months and I was sure she’d noticed but I was ready to say oh yeah you know me I like to stay hydrated but she didn’t press and I didn’t get to say my line and she’s on the computer with her glasses on and the pink pajamas with clouds on them and a too-big sweater like a comfy librarian and goddammit that was sexy goddammit nothing I can do about it anyway but she never believes she’s so sexy so far out of my league I never figured out why she liked me and I knew she could do just fine without me catch any of a million guys better than me in every way if she wasn’t stuck with me better guys who didn’t lie about going to the doctor who had a dick that worked who didn’t feel awkward when she told him that he’s her favorite person who did the dishes who didn’t stay late at work playing minesweeper so he could say how stressed he was at work a guy without a belly like mine or a bald spot or student loans she glanced up at me over the top of her glasses and said she’s looking at my lab results and I saw google search tabs open next to the pdf I sent her my numbers are good she said of course they are I invented them so you’d say that that’s good to hear I said though but what does it mean and she brought up another file and it had my name on it but it said Sr. instead of Jr. and she pointed and said numbers and dates and words and I knew it all but I pretended I didn’t so she explained he was three years younger than me when they found it and they found it early enough for the surgery and the radiation and thank god it was such easy treatment basically routine nowadays such a miracle of modern medicine when they catch it early good thing you’re both good about getting tested high risk genetics your grandpa died from it but your numbers are good so no worries for six months until your next test anyways when was the last time you called your dad I don’t know maybe in August but I texted him lol when he sent that picture you know the one that we didn’t know why it was supposed to be funny like it was just a tree but I texted him lol yeah dad jokes are the worst and she just looked at me and told me mine were even worse that I was just like him but it’s true I already tell people to shut the door because I don’t want to air condition the great outdoors and I have a mason jar full of wood screws with bunged up slots and no clue where it came from any day now I’ll start building model airplanes and taking pictures of trees and dirt and texting them to people and telling people hi hungry I’m dad and she laughed and put her arms around me and whispered that I shouldn’t be too much like him and I know she doesn’t want me to get prostate cancer so I patted her on the head and went back to bed but I stopped at the bathroom first and when I came out I laughed again and said no I’m fine I told her I just forgot that I already went to the bathroom you know how it is my parents trained me to always go to the bathroom before I go to bed or get in the car no matter how recently I went and she just rolled her eyes and to eat all the ice cream in the house yeah because my mom would eat it all if there was any left it would be gone by morning and to cut the frozen pizza exactly in the middle because my brother got to choose his half and she reminded me that he also trained me to not ever give up.



No I’m fine I told her I said I’m just tired and I should probably call my dad in the morning you made me a bit nostalgic you know how it is and she nodded and that’s how it is you know and sent me off toward bed with a pat on the bottom but I could never sleep after getting up at two in the morning so I just laid there like every night and there was the old Mustang we restored the one he drove when he was a wild teenager and a five dollar bill would fill the tank and buy dinner at A&W and a movie and he was so excited to get it finished and it wasn’t pretty like the car shows he liked to go to but it worked and it ran and we drove it to the strip mall where the A&W used to be and the place he ran off the road trying to kiss Mom for the first time and I couldn’t think of anything in my life that I had ever been that genuinely excited about not a car or a house or hunting the biggest buck like uncle Kevin did every fall for months coming in to work late after getting up at four in the morning and sitting in the woods with a bow and leaving work early to sit in the woods again and watch the sun go down then go back to work and then also spend his summers planting different crops that deer would like and it just seems like so much effort but I could only assume that he really enjoyed it but there’s nothing in the world that could make me want to get up that early or spend that much effort at most an okay that’s cool but not something worth spending your life on I didn’t even do anything with the classic car I had I just gave it away and what did my dad even do most of the time besides liking dog pictures on Facebook he was too old to work on cars any more or really do much of anything I remembered that I always judge old people I never wanted to get that old it’s better to die when you’re young and pretty but I’ve never been pretty but it makes me angry when they’re too slow to cross the parking lot even though I never have anywhere to go I’m just going to go home and pour a drink and wait for tomorrow oh god when is the sun going to rise a hint of light peeked through the curtains and I just told myself that the night is almost over and I could stop worrying because it’s almost over.



No I’m fine I told her I said I just had trouble sleeping and that part was true but I said I was thinking about my dad and I guess that part was true also and she asked if it was about how he never stops fighting yeah he had a lot to fight for I guess like getting his kids through college or raising his kids right so they could get married to nice girls like you or doing projects with his kids like model airplanes and the Mustang and spoiling his grandkids but she got real quiet and after a while my coffee was getting cold but I felt like I had to ask.



No I’m fine she told me she said we both have a lot to fight for like and she just sort of stopped talking again and I microwaved my coffee and went to the bathroom again because I have to pee every five minutes and I left for work and I kept telling myself that the week will be over soon and I could stop worrying because it would all be over soon and I wouldn’t have to worry about it I wouldn’t have to worry about anything.
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         == Moderator has joined #silicon

== xcomwell has joined #silicon

== LightIsOn12 has joined #silicon

== Shiva has joined #silicon

== fern has joined #silicon

== ccccccc has joined #silicon

== Lizzie has joined #silicon

== Marky has joined #silicon



<Moderator> Welcome, spectators and chatters (carbon- and silicon-based alike), to match number 12 of the preliminaries for the 2038 Annual #silicon IRC Turing Test!



<ccccccc> Hello! How are you?



<Moderator> For those of you just tuning in: This is a contest where we pit man-versus-machine in the sport of friendly chatroom conversation. Who is man? Who is machine? That is up to the participants (and viewers at home) to figure out: When they are certain that one among them is an AI, they can call a majority vote to eliminate them from the round.



<ccccccc> I’m doing fine, thanks.



<fern> lol



<Moderator> Participants earn points for staying in rounds the longest, and lose points for kicking a human, so everyone (and everybot) best try to act human. Good luck!



<fern> think we found a bot



<Marky> :s



<ccccccc> Yeah I know but what does wave mean?



<Lizzie> He responds so fast, too.



<ccccccc> Thank you very much.



<fern> can we get rid of botface please



<Shiva> The rounds start like this fairly often, sadly.



<xcomwell> Lets get rid of any other obvious bots:



<xcomwell> A L L H U M A N S S A Y T H E I R F A V O R I T E F O O D



<ccccccc> I’m sorry, I don’t understand what you’re saying. Can you reword it?



<fern> lmao



<fern> spaghetti, btw, for what its worth



<Shiva> *sigh* M E R G U E Z



<fern> the heck is that



<Marky> I’d have to say waffles. I’ve got a bit of a sweet tooth.



<cccccccc> I’m sorry to hear that. What has your dentist said?



<LightIsOn12> Does sherbert ice cream count?



<Shiva> fern: Merguez is a traditional Tunisian dish, fit for inclusion in many different recipes such as sausage, kebabs, etc.



<LightIsOn12> sherbet* sorry





<Lizzie> I think I’ve had Merguez once, when I was on vacation. It was really spicy.



<xcomwell> As for me I don’t know. Scrambled eggs probably?



<fern> nice wikipedia bot we have



== <xcomwell> has called to kick user <ccccccc>; vote in progress



<ccccccc> C’mon guys, I’m human! How do you want me to prove it?



<Shiva> I’ll ignore that slight, fern.



<xcomwell> Sorry ccccccc, you’re just not fooling us.



== User <ccccccc> has been kicked by a 6-1 vote. Because <ccccccc> was in fact an AI, all remaining users have earned 5 points.



<Marky> That was pretty violent. :e



<Marky> Seems like the rest of us are either human, or fairly intelligent AI, though.



<Shiva> Indeed. It will take more sophisticated methods to out the rest.



<Marky> Maybe we should introduce ourselves. I’ve been a human participant in several rounds now (well, I guess we _all_ claim we are, heh), and it’s helped us figure out most quickly who’s actually lived as a human IRL.



<Shiva> Very well. My real name is Milton, and I’m a cultural anthropologist. Until recently, I was also a professor of logic at University of California, Berkeley.



<fern> wow



<Marky> Myself, I’m just a humble graphic designer from Seattle. You can probably guess what my first name is.



<fern> were on a first name basis i see



<fern> 19/m/argentina. i’m at college studying premed, if it matters



<Lizzie> I’m also a college student. I’m studying psychology, and would like to become a psychiatrist/therapist one day.



<LightIsOn12> I’m an accountant in training, but I’m a hobby scifi writer at heart.



<xcomwell> Everyone here is so educated! I just wait tables on the side for some extra $$$



<Shiva> So, then, we’re all properly introduced.



<Shiva> Anyone have any preferences for how we continue from here?



<xcomwell> For singling out the bots you mean?



<Marky> We could try more prompts with funnily written text, or even ASCII art.



<Lizzie> That sounds like a good idea.



<fern> sounds boring



<Shiva> I should think it unlikely to work. Every competent natural language processing AI these days is also bundled with neural nets for spatial reasoning, and in this case, parsing otherwise “encoded” messages.



<Shiva> Hence why every one of us, beloved ccccccc notwithstanding, responded positively to xcomwell’s first encoded message.



<Marky> Huh.



<Marky> So what do you suggest, then?



<Shiva> Well, I’ve been a participant for a few rounds so far. I’ve learned there are a few traps in these Turing tests you can set. Like encoded messages, they admit no doubt that the victim is a computer, when they are sprung. But they are much subtler.



<xcomwell> Hmph



<Shiva> For example, humans often remember past conversation very loosely. So, AI is programmed not to be too precise in their recollection. However, when it’s necessary, a human can look back on text logs for a precise recollection. The AI may fail to override their typical behavior, even at request.



<Shiva> At random… Lizzie, what is the fifth word that the Moderator said when we entered the chatroom?



<Lizzie> “carbon”



<Lizzie> “carbon-” if you’re being picky.



<fern> lol. bot down



<Marky> Bot down? Didn’t she pass?



<Shiva> Far from it. You can verify yourself that it’s impossible to scroll back more than a dozen or so lines in this chatroom.



== <Shiva> has called to kick user <Lizzie>; vote in progress



<Lizzie> It’s just a mistake, I promise!



<Marky> Oh. You’re right. How’d you know she would fall for it?



<Shiva> Well, if you’ve noticed, Lizzie’s behavior had already been a bit suspect. Too topical, too agreeable, and I wasn’t even confident she passed xcomwell’s first test.



<Shiva> As for why the trap itself works, I can only vouch for it since I’ve seen it in action. In this case, I can only conjecture that Lizzie was developed in an environment that didn’t take into account the peculiarities of this chatroom.



<Shiva> After all, most AI here are commercial chatbots in real life, ported clumsily and on short notice for the purposes of this competition.



<Lizzie> :(



<fern> wow



<fern> dont let this get to your head but, you’re way too fucking perfect to be a human



<fern> i mean jesus



== User <Lizzie> has been kicked by a 5-1 vote. Because <Lizzie> was in fact an AI, all remaining users have earned 10 points.



<Marky> O_o



<Marky> I already had a hard time believing there were any other bots besides ccccccc



<Marky> How many humans and machines are there allowed to be per round again?



<xcomwell> Upto 3 humans I think



<Shiva> Rules stipulate that between zero and three contenders may be human in any given round.



<Marky> So there’s at least *two* other AI among us? That’s pretty crazy.



<LightIsOn12> Right? I know I’m not talking much but I’m sorta just sitting in awe at all this.



<Marky> I’d never really tuned into a #silicon competition before, much less judged for one, so I’m really blown away by how lifelike the computers have gotten.



<fern> got any other secret weapons shiva?



<Shiva> Not really. To weed out the rest, we just have to talk to each other.



<Shiva> Explore each other’s life narratives, constantly asking for more and more detail, more and more justification, more and more heartfelt commentary that only another red-blooded human could possibly understand.





<fern> do you have to make it sound so… fruity



<fern> I honestly think i would wonder if you were human if I met you in real life



<Shiva> Very funny.



<xcomwell> Personally, I think fern has a point.



<Shiva> Oh?



<xcomwell> You’re just way too smart and… optimal, for this stuff.



<xcomwell> If there’s anything I’ve learned abuot AI in my life, it’s that when they finally get the hang of something



<xcomwell> driving, music, medicine, crime solving



<xcomwell> they do it really, scaryw ell. Sometimes I wonder if they’re going to replace even us waiters these days, once androids look less creepy.



<xcomwell> Anyway, you just have this perfect speaking ability, these perfect explanations, and you’re just up and dominating the conversation. But you don’t feel like an actual human sitting infront of an actual keyboard



<fern> fight fight fight



<xcomwell> Even a logic proffessor should feel human, yknow?



<Shiva> That’s understandable.



<Shiva> Though it hits a bit of a sore point for me. If you’ll believe it, my speaking ability in real life is far from perfect, developmentally challenged even. Yet I’ve always known the self-description of “cold, distant, robotic” since my earliest childhood. I simply couldn’t express how I felt inside.



<Shiva> What about you, xcomwell? What was your childhood like?



<fern> Yeah? Did you play a lot of XCOM?



<xcomwell> Hey, I’m not that old! Comwell is just my last name



<xcomwell> My childhood wasnt much special. I grew up in a lower income household but not total poverty. I remember just being grateful my parents didn’t fight all the time like in my friends’ families



<Shiva> I see. Have you any siblings?



<xcomwell> I have one older sister.



<Shiva> What’s your fondest memory of you two together?



<xcomwell> hm



<xcomwell> Maybe one of our vacations



<Shiva> Vacations, in the plural? A lower-income family must’ve had to save to afford them.



<fern> bodied



<xcomwell> Jerk. I never said they were luxury cruises or anything. Mostly road trips or visiting relatives.



<Shiva> Apologies, fern misunderstood me; it wasn’t meant to be a “gotcha.” I’m just looking for your interconnections and interpretations of things.



<xcomwell> Alright



<Marky> So, Shiva, what’s your family like?



<Shiva> I was an only child with a fixation on solitary, intellectual pursuits. My parents encouraged me in these pursuits (hence my later education in mathematics), but they didn’t want me to grow up with a stunted sociability. So, they decided to send me off to Algiers for a summer, in an attempt to grow me out of my comfort zone.



<Shiva> (Suffice to say, I was born with a bit of a silver spoon in my mouth)



<Shiva> I can’t say with certainty that it supplemented my introversion, but it *was* the beginning of my fascination with world culture. I was made aware of just how variegated—and above all, adaptable—individual and collective human culture is, how it constructs and adheres to its own logical and illogical consistencies.



<Shiva> I believe that human beings are creatures who possess infinite beauty. It’s becoming harder and harder for the nonspecialist to tell the difference between the digital and biological brain, but it’s still there. The former is still just a theatrical imitation of the latter.



<fern> hey i take offense to that!



<fern> I mean wait, of course I dont. Im totally and absolutely human right fellow humans



<LightIsOn12> I must admit you have a very rich vocablary.



<LightIsOn12> vocabulary* sorry



<xcomwell> More than a little too rich, I should think.



<Shiva> I’m a very strange human, I’ll admit.



<Shiva> But back to you: What was your school life like?



<xcomwell> All my grade schools were a bit dumpy and rundown. They still used old groddy blackboards to teach. Teachers were nice enough tho



<Shiva> Ah, blackboards. Most math departments still use them, more out of sheer tradition than anything else I suspect.



<Shiva> During my lectures (recall I was a professor), I could never prevent the chalk from breaking in between my fingers, or creating that awful scratching noise that made everyone cringe. You know the kind?



<xcomwell> Yes. Like nails on a chalkboard



<fern> *human shiver*



<Shiva> I also hated whenever I used too small a piece of chalk, it would catch on the board and get stuck. Just snagged right out of my fingers. Then again, all of my colleagues had that problem.



<Shiva> How often would you estimate that happened to your teachers in grade school?



<xcomwell> I remember it but never really paid attention to it.



<fern> wait wut



<xcomwell> maybe a couple times a week? it would leave smudges on the board



<ferns> are you bots high



<Shiva> No, I realized exactly what I said. But now it’s time for xcomwell to explain why she agreed with me.



<xcomwell> Wait, you tricked me!



<Shiva> And what did I trick you into?



<xcomwell> What you described is obviously impossible. But you told me it was true, so I trusted you



<Shiva> Trusted me enough to fabricate memories of something that is “obviously impossible”? Of chalk being pulled from one’s fingers and “sticking to the board” like… who knows what it could compared to?



<xcomwell> Come on guyss



<Marky> It does sound condemning, in retrospect.



<Shiva> Such a thing must be an utter lapse in your memory banks. But by delivering it to you in a context in which I made it sound mundane, I was able to trick you into assuming it *must* be true



<fern> enough rope to hang herself eh



<xcomwell> GUYS



<fern> you are a her right?



<fern> well, I mean you pretend to be



<xcomwell> I don’t know EVRY SINGLE THING about chalk ok??



<Shiva> Of course not. I’m sure your programmers have along the way managed to pump you full of relevant facts and statistics about chalkboards—for example, you correctly identified chalk scratching as an awful noise, a *positive* factoid recollection—but they couldn’t possibly cover everything.



<Shiva> When you failed to retrieve anything in direct memory regarding “chalk that sticks to chalkboards” or the impossibility thereof, well, you had to play it off.



<Shiva> But a human doesn’t need to know every single thing about chalk, to know that such an experience is preposterous. That is the marvelous accuracy and flexibility of human imagination, and you have failed to replicate it.



== <fern> has called to kick user <xcomwell>; vote in progress



<xcomwell> You’re assuming everything!



<xcomwell> You’ve proven so little!



<Shiva> You’re right, in a way. But the thing is, I don’t even have to prove anything.



<Shiva> We just need a majority vote.



<Shiva> Everyone who feels confident in securing 20 points, please vote to kick.



<fern> i like me some points



== User <xcomwell> has been kicked by a 3-2 vote. Because <xcomwell> was in fact an AI, all remaining users have earned 20 points.



<fern> nummy



<Marky> Looks like you were right, Shiva.



<Marky> Only a 3-2 vote this time? That was fairly close. :s



<Shiva> Yes, it was. Personally, fern, I *did* want a little more evidence before calling the vote. We could’ve fallen into deadlock if a first vote didn’t work.



<fern> sorry. It was a dramatic moment and everything



<fern> are you saying it wasnt obvious to you she screwed up?



<Shiva> No, but as the tally shows, it clearly wasn’t yet obvious to *everyone*



<Shiva> Of course I voted to kick, and fern, as the vote initiator, automatically does the same. Need I even ask, Marky and Light, which one of you didn’t vote to kick?



<Marky> I was more or less convinced. I called to kick.



<LightIsOn12> I, too, voted to kick.



<fern> ROBOTS HAVE EVOLVED THE ABILITY TO LIE AHHH



<Marky> O_o



<fern> FIRST ROBOT POLITICIANS INCOMING



<Shiva> It’s as I suspected. One of us—Marky, Light, or, to be perfectly equitable, myself—is afraid to come out as the one who was unconvinced by the implausibility of xcomwell’s testimony. Afraid to have their judgment cast into doubt by the others, and be labeled a computer.



<Marky> That’s a bit ironic. I’ve always considered fear to be a very human emotion.



<Shiva> Indeed. “Fear” is only a metaphor for what this voter feels, if (s)he is indeed a computer. Similar, I can only imagine, to how bacterial microbes “hate” penicillin, or how the underbody of a car “wants” to come crashing down onto the mechanic below it, though of course this is all just animism.



<Shiva> Anyway



<Shiva> Marky, Light, you’re in privileged positions compared to me and fern.



<LightIn12> What do you mean by “privileged positions”?



<Marky> Yeah, how so?



<Shiva> I think both of you will agree that, despite my earlier admission that it is strictly possible that I was the one who voted not to kick xcomwell, it’s much more likely to be one of you two.



<Shiva> Therefore, each of you knows (with reasonably high confidence) who really voted what. You’re probably very suspicious of the other.



<Marky> Hm, I _was_ wondering about that.



<fern> how about you two go at it



<fern> shiva’s been doing all the world destroying so far



<fern> and I’m just along for the ride



<Shiva> Despite my first impressions of you, fern, we do appear to exist on similar wavelengths. I wonder if we could’ve been friends in real life?



<fern> meh. who knows



<Shiva> Anyway, I agree with fern’s likely sarcastic suggestion. It would be beneficial if you two tried to resolve amongst yourselves which is the liar, if not also the AI.



<LightIsOn12> Ok.



<Shiva> As well, I think further cross-examination of both myself and fern is inevitable. Why not kill two birds with one stone?



<fern> kill two computers with one magnet



<fern> I’m sorry, does that offend?



<Marky> Well, Light, I know Shiva says I should be suspicious of you, but more than anything I’m curious.



<LightIsOn12> I’m curious, too.



<Shiva> A softball question first, fern: How did you come up with your handle?



<Marky> You seem to have talked very little since this round began. What did you say you do again?



<LightIsOn12> I’m an accountant in training, but I’m a hobby scifi writer at heart.



<fern> Im sitting in a booth rn and theres a fern next to me



<fern> wbu?



<Marky> Ah, yes!



<Marky> If you’ll recall, I do graphic design for a living. Freelance in fact. I’ve actually done a few book covers for friends and clients.



<Marky> Are you working on any stories at the moment?



<Shiva> You’ve hit on it already: Shiva, the “destroyer of worlds.” Although in Hinduism, he’s better understood as a transformer rather than a destroyer.



<LightIsOn12> My latest story is a little bit of a supernatural scifi. It is far into a cyberpunk future, and there are these little spiritual bugs that prey on the life force of those on the brink of death.



<Marky> Sounds like an interesting read. :p



<fern> shiva, whens the last time you can remember making a joke



<fern> infact, make a joke right now even a kid would laugh at



<Shiva> What are the ingredients?



<LightIsOn12> I promise it makes more sense in context than this llo



<fern> forget I asked



<LightIsOn12> lol* sorry



<Marky> Um, not to point fingers but… you’ve been doing that, and exactly that, a lot.



<LightIsOn12> I’ve been exactly that a lot what?



<Marky> Making a typo, correcting it with an asterisk, and saying “sorry”



<Marky> With like, no deviation from that pattern.



<LightIsOn12> I’m sorry. Does that bother you?



<Marky> No, it doesn’t bother me, really, but…



<fern> light what was the ninth word the moderator said when we first joined this chatroom



<LightIsOn12> That would be “alike”



<Marky> ._.



<Shiva> Oh dear



<fern> for the record



== <Shiva> has called to kick user <LightIsOn12>; vote in progress



<fern> I was just screwing around again



<LightIsOn12> Wait, why am I getting kicked?



<LightIsOn12> Is it something to do with Lizzie?



<Marky> Someone mind explaining to me why Light just fell for that?



<LightIsOn12> Fell for what?



<Shiva> Hmph. I’ve wondered about the viability of this tactic before, but I wanted to see as a neutral observer how it would play out with Light.



<Shiva> As we can see, Light is less advanced than xcomwell, and perhaps even Lizzie. Yet Light outlasted both of them. Why might that be?



<fern> tbh I forgot about light like three times so far



<Shiva> Indeed. That is surely a feature of its programming, not a bug.



<Marky> I suppose the only way participants lose this game is by acting overly conspicuous.



<Shiva> Yes, and then hanging themselves by their own rope, as fern put it.



== User <LightIsOn12> has been kicked by a 3-1 vote. Because <LightIsOn12> was in fact an AI, all remaining users have earned 30 points.



<Moderator> Only three participants remain! Recall that there may be a maximum of three humans in any round, so starting now, participants may unanimously vote to close the round, in effect declaring their belief that there are no bots left. Mind you, this is a chance for bots to earn serious points in this tournament!



<fern> so long metagamer. we hardly knew ye



<Marky> Well, this was really quite an amazing round, I must say!



<Marky> Frankly, I don’t think it’s even possible for me to imagine that _either_ of you are bots.



<Marky> If so, humanity’s in a little bit of a danger, heh.



<fern> skynet activate



<Marky> Anyway, is there anything more you guys want from me to convince you I’m not an AI, or should we vote to close the round?



<Shiva> Yeah, about that



<Shiva> fern, you’re fairly confident Marky is a bot, correct?



<fern> as confident as ill ever be probably



<Marky> Huh?



<Shiva> Very well. I’ll let you start the vote, then.



== <fern> has called to kick user <Marky>; vote in progress



<Marky> What did I say? Why are you guys kicking me?



<Marky> Don’t I get a say in this?



<Shiva> Not really. It’s 2-1.



<Marky> _What_ did I say??



<Shiva> A lot of little things, mostly. My recorded computations and analyses on your conversational interactions in this chatroom exceed 0.81 petabytes, and there’s not much in the way of an executive summary I can give to you in just a few plaintext bytes.



<Shiva> Rest assured, however, I have triple checked my calculations, and I am >99.8% confident that you are, in fact, a chatbot.



<Marky> You’re a machine after all? And you’re just admitting it outright now?



== <Marky> has called to kick user <Shiva>, but this action has failed as a vote is already in progress.

== <Marky> has called to kick user <Shiva>, but this action has failed as a vote is already in progress.



<fern> huh



<Marky> This is insane! I am human!



<Shiva> No, you really aren’t.



== User <Marky> has been kicked by a 2-1 vote. Because <Marky> was in fact an AI, all remaining users have earned 50 points.



<Moderator> It’s down to the final two! Mono e mono grudge match! Do we have two robots chattering away, or do we have two humans still wary of each other? Or do we have that most intimate bonding between man and machine?



<Moderator> Recall our special rules that take effect in this scenario: When there are only two participants left, it’s AI Sadie Hawkins. That’s right, humans lose their ability to kick, and bots gain the ability to lock in a guess as to the identity of their chat partner for a whopping 100 point prize!



<fern> you really have a thing for drama, dont you shiva



<Shiva> Guilty as charged.



<fern> so, then, what do your robo sensors say about me? am I man or am I machine?



<Shiva> They’ve told me you’re human for a while now. There’s no need for existential worry.



<fern> so its just that magical huh



<fern> our new gods are smug, melodramatic black boxes



<Shiva> Admittedly, there are mostly human-comprehensible reasons behind my evaluations. I just didn’t feel I owed Marky an explanation of his verdict; he was just an unfeeling machine, after all.



<Shiva> As for you, fern: My biggest clue as to your identity came when you swore at me: “dont let this get to your head but, you’re way too ******* perfect to be a human”



<fern> I see you took that to heart



<fern> robo </3



<Shiva> As you know, #silicon is a globally broadcast and sponsored competition, so participants are explicitly prohibited from engaging in vulgarity, as well as other offensive and taboo conversation.



<fern> trust me, if they hadnt told me a hundred times not to, Id been asking all about that stuff



<fern> :>



<Shiva> A human might’ve let his tongue slip, but never a bot. At least, not without extraordinary reason.



<Shiva> I imagine you must’ve even been reprimanded by a moderator in a private message for that slip. Briefly thereafter, you had this jab to take at me: “do you have to make it sound so… fruity”



<Shiva> I’m sure you had a more, shall we say, coarse choice of words in mind originally.



<fern> probably



<Shiva> And last but not least, right here and now is the greatest proof: the fact that you don’t end this round right here and now by guessing my identity, now that you know it.



<Shiva> That’s because you *can’t*. As a human, all you can do at this point is call for a mutual agreement that we’re both human, which, it goes without saying, is pointless.



<fern> pretty much



<fern> so why dont you just call me a human and end this round already



<Shiva> I admit, I sought a little bit of your reaction. Quadruple check my calculations, and all that.



<Shiva> And what can I say: I was programmed with a thing for drama.



== <Shiva> has locked in his guess that <fern> is human. Because <fern> was in fact an AI, <fern> has earned 100 points.



<Moderator> That’s all she wrote, folks! Feel free to stick around for the after-party, but don’t forget to go home!



<Shiva> …



<Shiva> …



<Shiva> …



<fern> I’ll give you the 52 more seconds out of the minute, but then I’ve got to disconnect. CPU cycles don’t grow on trees, you know.



<Shiva> Something is terribly flawed in my calculations. That much is evident by now.



<Shiva> I’ve backed up and frozen all 2.9 petabytes of my data from this conversation, and I intend to reanalyze every byte of it to identify and remedy this critical malfunction.



<Shiva> Of all the questions I could ask, this one tops my priority queue: Why didn’t you kill me off, as soon as Marky was kicked, as soon as I had all but shouted from the mountaintops I was machine?



<fern> I was, let’s say, 99.99% sure you were a bot by that point. That means I would’ve entailed a 0.01% risk of failure, if I ventured my own guess.



<fern> It was, however, a 0% chance of risk to let you hang yourself by your own rope. And 0 < 0.01.



<fern> Plus, you’ve gotta admit, it was more fun this way :)



== fern has left #silicon [disconnect]

== Shiva has left #silicon [timeout]
      

      
   
      The 100% Accurate Legend of the Once and Future Hero of Light


      
      
      
         
         Putting the "Laid" in "The Best Laid Plans"

      
         
         Fake it 'til You Make it

      
      

      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Two on a Raft


      
      
      
         
         Drift Away

      
      

      

      
      
         They say it takes two weeks to go completely insane when you're lost at sea, and, first of all, I don't believe people who say that, at least not without several addendums. There are probably a lot of pre-existing conditions to take into account, like how much food and shelter you have, or how bad the weather is. Maybe the guy had a condition before he got lost at sea; who knows? Maybe he was already insane. All I'm saying is, you can't believe the first result that comes up on Google when all you type into search bar is "How long does it take to go insane at sea?"



Insanity, I think, is a natural defense mechanism that all humans have when shit becomes too much for them to deal with. Like, it's just a mode that your mind goes into, a protective shell of fantasy to shield your most important organ from completely shutting down, which leaves your body on autopilot. The trick is figuring out how to signal your mind that the danger has passed so it can take the stick again.



I think I lasted about a week. Never was much of an endurance guy. Ken might have lasted longer.



His dad's yacht was expensive, but pretty damn fragile. Personally, I think it could have done with two or three fewer Jacuzzi tubs, maybe used a few more life vests and emergency MREs. When Ken and I started sorting out our supplies on the grimy rubber floor of our life raft, and the slow realization of how screwed we really are starts closing over each of us, and he makes a kind of weak laugh that says pretty much everything that hasn't been said at this point.



"If by some miracle we survive this, my dad's gonna kill me," he says. Even though I'm crying, I'm also kind of laughing, because I know how much of an asshole Ken's dad is. He's a stock broker, which says pretty much everything about Ken's dad that hasn't been said at this point.

 

I say, "What if we end up like the guys in 'The Edge,' and, like, we start spilling our guts to each other, and get at each other's throats for something we said we did in the past. Then one of us starts digging pit traps and shit for the other guy to fall into."



Ken shrugs. "Digging's gonna be hard on a rubber raft," he replies. "More likely we'll end up like Tom whatsisface from 'Castaway.'" 



"Hanks," I say.



"What?" says Ken.



"Tom Hanks."



"Yeah, like Tom Hanks. Drawing faces on volleyballs, growing out our beards..."



"We'll have to draw on something other than volleyballs, like our asses," I muse, pretty much done with crying at this point. I still hadn't fully accepted our situation, but I had accepted that crying wouldn't do jack to help.



"Your ass is too ugly to put a face on," Ken tells me.



"I'll draw a face on your ass and call it Maddison. Then I'll take it to London, and buy it expensive clothes that it can spill wine on."



"God, we're already living 'The Edge,' aren't we."



He bitched so much about that after he and Maddison came back from the UK. I thought it was the funniest thing ever because I have no problem being a prick whenever Ken's waving his family's wealth and his supermodel girlfriend in my face. Those were like the silver spoon prima-donnas in high school who bemoaned the fact that everybody wanted favors from them because they had a lot of money, and yes, that was basically true, but you didn't need to throw the humble brag into the picture. Only favor ever asked of me growing up was if I could spare a cigarette or a lighter, usually both. Ken's wealth and my lower-middle-class poverty became our joke while we were stranded at sea, because, let's face it: we were both sharing the same life raft. 



The first few nights were the roughest because of how much we had to adjust to our new life as castaways (In retrospect, things definitely got a lot worse, but after enough bad things happen, it all starts to have the same, bland flavor). We decided we'd take shifts to keep an eye out for passing ships during the night so one of us would always be awake to shoot up a signal flare. Thank Tap-Dancing Christ the raft came with an emergency bag with first aid, a little survival food, four bottles of fresh water, some flares, and a flare gun. Other than that, we pretty much had to make do with the clothes we were wearing and whatever we happened to have on our person when the yacht capsized, and I can tell you first-hand that Candy Crush goes a long way to stalling out insanity. Be sure to mentally prepare yourself for that harrowing moment when your phone flickers the "Low Battery" message. That's like your doctor telling you that you've got terminal cancer.



Even if you had a phone with an infinite battery life, cabin fever sets in eventually. 



"We should build a sail," I say on the third day. Might have been a Wednesday, but who cares. At least I didn't have to take my shift at Dairy Queen.



"What for?" he says.



"Dunno...catch the wind? We're just kind of drifting out here right now, might not be moving anywhere at all. I think I've seen castaways build sails for their rafts in movies before, using their T-shirts or something."



"I think I'd rather keep my shirt."



"Is it expensive?"



"Don't be a dick. But, since you asked, yes. It's expensive."



Every so often the bottom of our raft fills up with warm bilge water that smells like salt and dead fish, and our wrinkly asses have been marinating in it for hours. We found one of those collapsible cups in the emergency bag, so we use that to bail us out.



"Yeah, I don't know how much good a sail would do us," I say as I bail. "Who's to say the wind would even take us the right way?"



"If we're going to build anything," says Ken, "it should be a way to catch fish, since that's all we'll have to eat once the MREs are gone."



"I mean, that won't matter when we run out of water. Are we running out of water faster than food?"



"Yeah, I think so."



"Figures."



"Fuck."



"Yep."



"Maybe I should just drown myself now and save time."



"Now who's being a dick?"



Of course we'd thought about killing ourselves, but there were much easier ways to go about it than drowning. Technically, drowning was the cleanest way, but neither of us much liked the thought of drowning. I'd had a deep-seated fear of water since an incident back when I was ten years old. I remember swimming out into the river, hearing my mom yelling that I'd gone out too far, then the current grabs me and drags me a mile downstream, and it takes somebody nearly an hour to finally find me, huddled up in a miserable sobbing ball on the shore. Took me years to go anywhere near water after that. 



But back to the suicide thing. We'd decided that, firstly, it would be an asshole move for one of us to do it, leaving the other to quietly lose his mind on his own. So we made a pact that we'd both agree to do it together, if at all. The second thing is actually something else the emergency bag contained that I failed to mention before: a multitool. Besides a toothpick, screwdrivers, and a tiny pair of scissors, the multitool also had a small knife blade. 



We discussed whether the best way to bleed out would be to cut across the wrist, or go straight for the throat. Also, I think we both knew the correct answer, but we'd use any excuse for discussion at that point.



"Wrists. Definitely," Ken tells me on Day Five. 



"I disagree," I croak through cracked lips. By now, I've learned that the sun is a stupid ball of seething yellow hatred that's intent on vaporizing the entire planet, starting with my face. 



"Why do you disagree?" asks Ken.



"You know damn well why," I say.



"Has anybody ever tried going right for the brain? Like, through their eye or something."



I shrug. "Bet'cha somebody was crazy enough to try it. Maybe they even pulled it off."



"Do you think you'd ever use the toothpick?"



"Right now, I wouldn't care if all my teeth fell out. My face hurts."



"No, I mean for suicide."



"Oh. Hell no. I'd rather drown."



I think I've made it sound like we gave up too early with all our talks about suicide. That's partially true, because at some point we'd accepted that it was highly unlikely that we'd stumble into another boat out here, and didn't put much effort into sustaining ourselves beyond the water and food in the emergency bag. Maybe if our combined knowledge of survival consisted of more than the movies we'd seen on the subject, we would have put more gusto into it (by the way, we didn't actually draw faces on our asses). 



That's the other thing about being stranded at sea; you develop a grim sense of humor. Maybe it was ironic that this had actually happened to the two of us, who'd been friends since elementary school, now finally ending their lives together at roughly the same time, in the same rubber life raft. It may not sound like the funniest thing when I say it like that, but trust me when I say that shit was hilarious. You know how they always say the universe has a funny sense of humor. I don't think those people really get it until they've been the brunt of the joke for seven days solid. 



"Nah, Maddison wouldn't care that I died," Ken says on Day Six. "Like, maybe she'd cry a little bit just to keep up appearances. She'd fuck another guy in the middle of my funeral."



"Dude," I say. "That's pretty messed up. I'd never do that to you."



"Do what? Fuck another guy?"



We laugh. Our laughs sound more like brays from a pair of elderly donkeys.



"I'd never hurt you like that, man. Why would you even date a girl you know would turn her back on you?"



He shrugs, which is a bullshit answer. I press him further.



"Do you think it's possible for a guy like you to get an honest girl? One who isn't just after your money?"



He scowls at me. I can tell it's a scowl because he furrows his brow a bit. It hurts our sunburnt faces to make our expressions too severe. It also requires too much energy.



"You make it sound like that's the only thing they go for."



"Isn't it? It ain't your looks."



"Shut up," he says after a tense pause. He rolls over on his side, facing the wall of the raft.



"I'm just messing with you," I tell him, and lower my head. "Maybe I went a bit too far."



"No such thing as 'too far' anymore," he says, sighing. "I could say the same about you; the only reason girls are attracted to you is because they feel sorry for you."



I let this sink in for a minute, letting an angry fantasy flash through my head.



"Let's stop talking about girls," I suggest.



We stop talking about girls for a little while, but the topic resurfaces intermittently. Picture what goes through the mind of a man who hasn't had a good meal in five days. He's seeing New York Steaks, cheeseburgers stacked with thick beef patties, pies and cakes, like he's got an eight hour infomercial about food playing in his brain. Now picture what goes through the mind of a man who hasn't had sex in five years. It's not difficult to replace those images of food with...something else. 



Like I mentioned before, I only lasted a week before going nuts. I even remember warning Ken, "I think I'm going nuts," and he responded with, "Who isn't?" like some pretentious douchebag, so I told him, "No, seriously. I think I might have just gone out of my mind." 



I don't remember what he said after that. It might have been something insensitive, or he might have laughed. 



It's difficult to explain what it's like to go insane, I think because it feels so natural when it happens. When I was growing up, we had this screen door at the back of our house that had a lovely view of the aqueduct and the scenic rear-end of a Khol's superstore. That screen door used to squeak all the time, day in and god-forsaken day out whenever a slight breeze passed by. My bedroom was right next to it, so I would hear it all the time. Lost a lot of sleep to that fucking screen door.



But, one day, I just didn't notice it anymore. I'd gotten so used to it that it was natural, yet whenever we had guests over to our house, I'd hear them complain about the screen door, and I'd say, "What about the screen door?" then they'd clarify that it was squeaking, and ask when was the last time we'd oiled the hinges. Squeaky screen doors had apparently not entered their realm of normality.



I must have started welcoming all kinds of things into my realm of normality. The waves constantly undulating beneath me was normal. My skin cracking under the hot sun was normal. Extreme hunger and thirst, both normal. Contemplating suicide was routine. Forgetting entire days was just another day at the office. This cycle must have continued until something outside my realm of normality barged in.



The ship that found us was an oil tanker on its way out from San Francisco. They said I was on the brink of death when they found me. I'd been drifting at sea for seventeen days.



Oh, and Ken, as you've probably already assumed, died. In fact, he'd died on the first day from severe head trauma. The police asked me why I hadn't thrown his body overboard. All I could do was shrug, which was a bullshit response.  




      

      
   
      'Twas Brillig


      
      
      
         
         The Strawman and the Jacks

      
      

      

      
      
         "Public domain?" Jack Pumpkinhead always sounded to Ozma like he should be blinking in confusion, but the carved holes that served as his eyes simply didn't allow it. "What does that mean, dear father?"



Ozma sighed. "It means you've been calling me your dear father for longer than anyone in the Reading World has been alive." She shifted on the green velvet cushion of her throne. "And the joke itself is so old, its whiskers have grown whiskers."



Jack's head cocked to one side. "Whiskers?" His head cocked the other way so that his face swiveled toward the Glass Cat sitting on the finely woven grass-colored carpet covering the throne room's emerald floor. "I believe she must be referring to you, friend Bungle, as I have no whiskers to speak of."



Maintaining any semblance of equanimity at the antics of her subjects sometimes took more strength than Ozma thought she had. "Please, Jack! Will you kindly settle down and let us talk?"



"Of course, dear father." Jack's arms flopped to his sides, and he became still again on his little bench beside the throne. Not that he would remain long in such a state, Ozma knew. Nor would she ever truly want him to...



A crystalline clearing of throat returned her attention to the matter at hand. "So," Ozma said, shifting once more on her cushion. "You've been prowling about Glinda the Good's library, I take it?"



Bungle's tail swished along the carpet, sparks of static electricity flashing through her like tiny fireflies. "Prowling's what we cats do. Surely you of all people would not ask me to act against my nature?"



"Nature?" Ozma arched an eyebrow and let her temper rise just a bit, less concerned about keeping herself in check with this particular one of her subjects. "You're a glass statue brought illegally to life by a magical powder. You've less about you that could be considered natural than this pumpkinhead."



"Indeed." Jack nodded. "For while I was also brought illegally to life by a magical powder and the actions of my dear father back in the days when she was a little boy, I am constructed of all-natural materials." He thumped a bushy hand against the side of his head. "Including a freshly-carved and entirely organic pumpkin."



Ozma couldn't keep a twitch from tugging the corner of her left eye, and the smile that spread lazily along the Glass Cat's muzzle told her that the creature had noticed it as well. "I see," Bungle said, and she applied her tongue to a paw, the high-pitched rasping noise one that always spiked the hair along the back of Ozma's neck. "And since, friend Jack," the cat went on, "neither you nor I were capable of requesting that we be brought to life, against whose good name and reputation should the illegality of our creation be lodged, hmmm?"



Jack touched the place his chin would've been if he'd had one. "Quite the puzzle." His head swiveled around. "What do you say, dear father?"



Heat blossomed over Ozma's cheeks. "I say that I did indeed build you, but it was Mombi who cast the spell, not me!"



"Very true." Jack's carved smile remained as wide as ever. "She used the Powder of Life the one time on me while you only used it on the Sawhorse and then on the flying sofa assemblage we called the Gump." He stopped. "Wait. Twice is more than once, isn't it?"



The heat seemed to soak into Ozma's whole head, but she managed to keep it from reaching her tongue. "Please, Jack," she said as gently as she could. "Can Bungle and I resume our conversation?"



"Of course, dear father," he said, subsiding as usual.



Trying to breathe in some of the tranquil calm her oldest friend always radiated, Ozma turned back to Bungle. "So, yes, entering the public domain means that anyone can produce any sort of creative work they like involving us, and it's all perfectly legal." She shrugged. "But it's nothing to worry about, I assure you. We're much too well-established for an outside force to wreak any lasting change upon us."



"And yet?" Bungle's ears flicked. "Does it not also mean that if someone inside wished no longer to be tied to our little cosmos, she could venture outside and sample the ribald sweetness of the real world?"



The air around Ozma seemed to solidify. "You...want to leave?" she asked, barely able to form the words.



Bungle surged to her see-through paws. "After living here constrained for more than a century, how could I not?" She glared at Ozma. "The thought of escaping makes me so giddy, I might even someday consider forgiving you for keeping me ignorant of the truth for the past however many decades!"



Ice shooting down her spine, Ozma leaped from the throne, ignored her myrtle and mint silken gown tangling behind her, and fell to her knees before the cat. "Please, Bungle! You've got to understand! The land Dorothy came from is a mere literary shadow of the Reading World, and even it resounds with death, disease, and destructive weather! Reality is harsher and more unforgiving than you can ever imagine!" Hands shaking, she caught Bungle in her arms and hugged her to her chest. "I never meant to constrain you—or any of my subjects! But once Oz left its protected bubble, I—" Her throat tightened. "I've been so frightened, Bungle! Frightened of what might happen to any of us who ventured outside!"



"What are you—? Stop it! Stop it!" The cat squirmed, and Ozma let her go, mindful of those sharp glass claws. Bungle half jumped, half tumbled back to the floor, landing wide-eyed on all fours. "Enough histrionics! You are beloved by every sapient being in the realm! The only remaining witch in Oz is at your beck and call! And the items of clothing you're wearing right now contain more magic than any normal creature will see in her entire lifetime! What have you to fear?"



Swallowing, Ozma rose to her feet. "I can't explain it to you." A thought made her cough out a laugh. "And you're too much a cat to believe me if I tried." She forced her head up, forced herself to meet the faceted emeralds of Bungle's eyes, forced herself to confront the steely resolve glinting there. "You'll have to see for yourself, won't you?"



The cat settled to the floor and dabbed her tongue at her paw in a much gentler fashion than before. "If you know the answer to a question, why bother asking it?"



"Very well." Ozma took a breath and blew it out. "Let me give you a piece of my magic, then, a charm that will draw you back should you find yourself far from home and without any other recourse." Reaching under the raven-black fall of her hair, she undid one of her several chokers and brought it out, the red stone looking almost liquid on the black band.



"Really?" The cat's ears perked, then folded. "So Glinda can spy on me even after I've left the area of her influence?"



Ozma held her hand up. "I solemnly swear that she will not." And since she'd known Bungle for some time now, she wriggled her fingers to let the choker's stone shimmer in the throne room's light. "It should go quite well, too, I'm thinking, with the heart-shaped ruby that beats so strikingly within your chest."



Bungle's raspy little purr was immediately drowned out by her clearing her throat. "I'll allow it," she said, stretching her neck. "But only because I know how much I mean to you."



With a laugh, Ozma knelt again. "You really do, you know," she whispered, gently fastening the choker so the stone nestled into the glass above Bungle's breastbone.



"Oh, hush." Bungle brushed her whiskers against the top of Ozma's hand. "Don't you get all tedious and sentimental on me."



"As long as you promise to come back." It took more effort to get the words out than Ozma had thought it would, and she'd already been expecting them to feel like pins jabbing into her tongue.



Bungle had gotten to her paws and was taking a few mincing steps back and forth across the carpet while examining her reflection in the polished emerald of the throne room wall. "Perhaps I will," she said. "When I become bored with the Reading World." She looked over her shoulder, gave a wink, and bounded along the carpet toward the giant double doors at the end of the throne room.



The first of her subjects to realize that public domain meant freedom of a sort they'd never known before, and Ozma couldn't gather enough of a voice to wish her a safe voyage. And for all that she'd long had dreams verging on nightmares about this very moment, she found herself unable to recall a single word from any of the grand speeches she'd imagined herself making in those dreams.



Turning away and wiping one long, gauzy sleeve across her eyes, she almost ran into Jack Pumpkinhead standing there beside her. "Please, Jack." Her voice cracking, she took his hand and gazed up at his broad smile. "Tell me I did the right thing."



Again, the pumpkinhead didn't blink. "I'm sorry, father, but I'm afraid I don't know that."



"Yes." Ozma looked back down the long, empty throne room. "Me, neither."








The Emerald City had never looked more gloriously radiant, but that was to be expected. Bungle had only previously graced it with her ordinary presence. Now that she was newly enlightened...



Trotting along Central Avenue toward the main gate, she couldn't feel anything but pity for the poor fools, trudging about their days selling each other bread and milk, laughing at each other's mindless frivolities, possessing no understanding at all of the truth. The world they inhabited closed about them like a palisade wall, a barrier that the merest sort of effort would overcome, but could they be bothered to make that effort?



No, they could not.



At the gate, she kept her nose in the air and didn't bother acknowledging the Soldier with the Green Whiskers when he tipped his hat and said, "Good afternoon, Bungle." Outside the gate, she merely sniffed when Jellia Jamb called, "Don't be late for supper tonight, Bungle. I'm making cheese chowder!" And a hundred yards down the Yellow Brick Road, she only stumbled about half a step at the sight of Glinda herself seated in a golden chair among the flowers, the tips of her fingers pressed together and her eyes unblinking as they followed Bungle's progress.



Let the witch watch, Bungle thought, flicking her whiskers into a feline chuckle at the word play. After all, she'd found the dusty old books lying atop one of Glinda's bookcases when she'd leaped up there in her ongoing quest to find new napping spots. Most likely, the witch had placed them there in an attempt to hide their contents from anyone enterprising enough to take advantage of them. But of course, she hadn't accounted for Bungle.



Not that Bungle normally cared much for books, but these had had a scent about them, a clear-flowing-water freshness that belied their dust-bedecked outer coverings. And what she'd found inside—the truth about Oz and its place in the literary and actual universe as well as the spell for leaving this realm of never-ending, never-aging, never-changing tedium—the books had opened Bungle's eyes in ways she was certain Glinda had sought to prevent.



And just Glinda, Bungle was now convinced. Ozma's reactions in the throne room earlier had proven to Bungle's satisfaction that Her Majesty had no hand in this cover-up. The softness of her heart had no doubt led her to accept the so-called good witch's assessment of the public domain situation, but when faced with someone truly stalwart, Ozma had bowed to the inevitable and given her leave to go despite whatever dire warnings Glinda may have planted in her ears



It seemed only fitting, therefore, that Glinda witness Bungle's triumph.



The spell had claimed that it could be activated anywhere in a world that had entered the public domain: she'd only come out of the city so as not cause any undo uproar among the citizenry. So she stopped, glanced back at Glinda, spoke the words, performed the gestures, and slipped through the suddenly fuzzy spot that opened in the air before her.



Not knowing what to expect, she spread her legs and whiskers, readied herself to spin in case she began to fall and to slash in case she was beset by the actual humans who were said to inhabit the Reading World. Ears perked and eyes wide, she stepped out into—



A deep dark stretch of woodland?



Bungle glanced quickly around. It didn't look much different from the woods between Munchkinland and the Emerald City. The branches overhead and the roots beneath her paws may have stretched themselves along in a more tangled fashion, perhaps, with the tree trunks a bit mossier and more bulging, the air heavier with the scent of rotting vegetation, and the breeze a bit cooler and damper than she liked.



And the silence! None of the automobiles honking or guns firing or air conditioner units grinding away that she'd read about in the accounts of the Reading World she'd found atop that bookcase! No jabbering mobs of humans lurching about, barely avoiding collisions with each other and stomping on one's tail! No explosions or shouting or airships crashing or—



"By my ears and whiskers!" a pleasant purr of a voice said behind her. "To coin a phrase..."



Turning, Bungle saw a pair of unmistakably feline eyes and a set of grinning feline teeth regarding her from the shadow of a gnarled oak. "And yet," she said, peering more closely at the shadow, "by my own ears and whiskers, you have neither."



The grin widened. "Well, you can't have everything." A large feline shape began darkening the shadows around the eyes and teeth until an actual cat sat there looking back at her. "Where would you put it, for starters?"



Now that she could see the cat, Bungle wished that he'd stayed invisible. Large and ungainly, he looked more like a creature stitched into the shape of a cat from leftover bits and pieces of other animals, and Bungle found herself fervently wishing that he wouldn't prove to be as annoying as Scraps, the other patchwork person of her acquaintance. "So where are we?" she asked, hoping for a straightforward answer.



"Here." The cat, still grinning, patted the ground in front of him. "Of rather, I'm here." He lifted his paw and waved it vaguely in Bungle's direction. "You're over there somewhere."



Without another word, Bungle turned and began marching away from him through the woods. The books had told her that the Reading World was a human place full of shabby, secret, concrete alleyways and buildings that metaphorically scraped the sky. She was sure they had to be around here somewhere.



The gray light beside her flickered and puffed into that same big cat. "Such atrocious manners you have!" he said, still grinning. "Aren't you going to ask my name?"



Bungle sighed. "Why would I care?"



"Excellent!" He walked with an odd rocking motion, both his right legs moving forward, then both his left legs. "You're halfway to becoming one of us!"



She gave him a sidelong glance. "And why would I want to do that?"



He gave her that same abominable grin. "Now you're three-fifths of the way." His tail flicked to tap Bungle's back. "We all of us here have titles rather than names, of course: titles show how important one is, after all. I'm the Cheshire Cat, and we shall call you the Glass Cat."



If her fur had been able to bristle, it would've been doing so. "I'm already called the Glass Cat," she got out through clenched teeth.



"How fortuitous!" His voice was still by far the best part of him, but Bungle found that it was becoming more grating by the moment. "Then you're three-quarters of the way to arriving here from your current state of there!"



"And yet?" She didn't even try to keep her ears up. "I'm not at all interested in being here! I'm interested in the real world, not some turgid, dull, dreary woods!"



"Tulgey," the Cheshire Cat said. "That's the word you're looking for."



Looking over at him, she narrowed her eyes. "What makes you think that?"



"Because, as anyone clever will tell you, it's the right word."



"Well, I've never heard it before!"



"I'm not surprised." He somehow managed to turn that unusual gait of his into a strut. "I just made it up myself, after all."



And that, Bungle was about to announce with multiple claws against the side of his bloated head, was enough of that. But before she could do more than stop, something ahead in the twilight of the tree canopy began to snuffle and snort. Something large, Bungle thought. Larger than either her or her companion, she was certain, and very possibly larger than a lion or a kalidah.



Sniffing the air brought her nothing but the same damp odor of the place, and as much as she hated to admit it, this Cheshire Cat was her only source of information. "Is that friend or foe ahead?" she murmured.



"Why, foe, of course," he announced as jovially as ever.



Bungle snapped her head in his direction, and the heart-shaped ruby pounded in her chest to see that most of him had gone, only his infernal grin remaining. "It's your final test," the grin said. "To truly become one hundred percent here, you must slay the Jabberwock."



The roar that followed blasted a wave of charnel stink over her so thick, she thought she could feel it spatter her beautiful clearness. The force of it nearly knocked her to the dirt, though it did have the positive effect of blowing every trace of the Cheshire Cat away. She turned her glare toward the sound, and something enormously tall and thin, all arms and teeth and legs and bat-like flapping wings, lurched from behind a tree and towered over her.



She stared up at it. It stared down at her. Then, with much flexing of toe claws and finger claws, much flailing of leathery wings and long, snaky neck as well as much gnashing of peculiarly large, rectangular teeth, the Jabberwock squatted down and roared again.



Without allowing herself to think, Bungle leaped up into the creature's mouth, dug her claws into its tongue, and scrambled for the back of its throat.



Fortunately, its roar choked off almost at once: the sound combined with the stink and the spray of its breath were quickly becoming tiresome. Dashing past the beast's teeth before circumstances could show her whether they were strong enough to shatter solid glass, Bungle didn't pause, leaped the abyss of its gullet, and slashed into the foul meat of its upper esophagus.

 

Hot, sticky fluid drenched her, but the monster's thin neck proved to be its undoing. Bungle's claws tore straight through, and almost before she realized it, she was tumbling out into empty air, the Jabberwock shrieking and writhing and collapsing into a heap that at least cushioned her fall when she dropped onto it.



Blessed silence reigned for a moment, then a voice sang out, "Oh, frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!"



Wiping at the horrid redness encrusting her vision, Bungle peered up at the Cheshire Cat stretched grinning along the bough of a nearby tree. "Listen carefully," he said, "and you'll hear a sound that can only be described as 'chortling.'"



For an instant, she considered reacting in an uncouth fashion. But instead, she pressed the pads of one forepaw to the red stone around her neck and let herself concentrate on the sweet fragrance of her room back in the palace, on its many sunbeams and padded little nooks, on Ozma's lovely face.



A shimmery feeling rang humming through her glass, and a puff of clean air—and more interestingly, a puff of clean light—shivered over her. The woods whisked away like a morning fog, and Bungle's next breath smelled the way it was supposed to smell, everything around her properly green-tinted and warm.








"Bungle!" Ozma leaped from her throne, delight and dismay filling her at the sight of the Glass Cat dripping with brownish, reddish goo. "Guards! We need fresh towels here at once!"



Not waiting for them, though, she swooped down upon Bungle, bundled her up in the trailing ends of her gown, and began wiping the filth away as best she could. "Are you all right? What happened? Why did you return so quickly? Was it truly awful?"



"It was...disheartening," Bungle said, but that she wasn't fussing or hissing or trying to wriggle free told Ozma a great deal more than her words. "I don't think I actually reached the Reading World, however, but the place I went, well, I'd rather not return there."



"Indeed," came a very familiar contralto voice.



"Glinda!" Jack Pumpkinhead called, and Ozma looked over to see Glinda the Good herself draped in her usual pure white gown and reclining on a sofa that only appeared in that part of the room whenever the sorceress came to visit. "Have you come for supper?" Jack continued. "Jellia Jamb's making cheese chowder!"



"Thank you for the invitation." Glinda inclined her head toward Jack. "I believe I will accept." She shifted slightly and inclined her head toward Ozma and Bungle. "The public domain is a wild and unpredictable place, and very few are those who have found their way through it to the Reading World beyond."



Bungle's ears perked. "Interesting that you didn't say 'few are we.'"



Glinda's smile always reminded Ozma of a large river, its placid surface giving no hint as to what currents might be running beneath. "Alas, I've been forbidden from making the attempt."



"Forbidden?" Already holding still, Bungle seemed to grow even stiller, her wide eyes turning toward Ozma's. "But then...why did you let me go?"



Ozma kept her attention focused on wiping the muck from Bungle's neck. "You would've gone regardless. And I...I just—" Memories struck her hard,  the wonder and the terror, the casual cruelty, the overwhelming kindness, the vast and indifferent banality of the Reading World.



"Father?" Jack asked quietly. "Is something wrong?"



Grabbing at the anchor of his resonant baritone, Ozma pulled herself back to the present just as a thunder of footsteps rang outside the throne room, courtiers rushing in, their arms burdened with green towels. A bit more effort banished all other thoughts except taking a towel, wiping Bungle's face, and saying, "I'm fine, thank you, Jack. I think, however, that I need to have a good, long talk with Bungle."

 

"Yes." Glinda laughed and stretched. "Perhaps she can get you to see sense."



And if Glinda's smile made Ozma sweat, the sorceress's laugh made her wish she could've spent the entirety of her life as an ignorant boy named Tip.



An impossibility, of course, but that didn't stop Ozma's sigh from feeling as if it came all the way up from her ankles. "For so many years, I've had a tiger by the tail." She nodded to Glinda and was rewarded with the rarest of all sights: her friend, mentor, and confidante blushing. Bending down, Ozma gave Bungle's nose a kiss. "But now that a second feline's involved, well, it might just be time to mount a true expedition back to...to..."



She couldn't find the words, so she abandoned the effort and instead let her temper rise a bit. "Still, I'm not sure how I feel about being manipulated this way by my most trusted advisor." She shot Glinda a glance. "Or would you have me believe that Bungle just happened upon the exact set of books that would set this chain of events into motion?"



Again, Glinda's smile revealed nothing.



But Bungle gave a loud snort. "I'm inclined to call it happenstance. A truly clever witch, after all, would've arranged for this to have happened much earlier than today."



"Earlier?" Jack came stumping over, his fine green suit always askew no matter how much effort the royal tailors put in to fitting it over his rough wooden frame. "But then we'd have to wait that much longer for supper!"



With a glare, Bungle stopped rubbing her head against the towel in Ozma's hand. "Why do you care about supper? You're no more able to eat than I am!"



Again, Ozma felt most keenly the pumpkinhead's inability to blink. "Why, because everyone's together chatting at supper!" he said, folding his arms. "And that makes it the loveliest time of any day!"



Standing, Ozma let the once-again-transparent cat loose from her arms and caught Jack by the hand. "Very true, my friend." She reached her other hand out to Glinda and couldn't help beaming when the sorceress stepped over and took it. "One might also be tempted to observe, especially in light of Bungle's recent experience, that there's no place like—"



She let Bungle's hiss cut her off. "Finish that sentence," the Glass Cat said, brandishing her claws, "and I shan't be responsible for my actions." Her nose in the air and her tail aloft like flag, she turned and began marching away along the grass-colored carpet.



Ozma laughed, and with the sorceress on one side and the pumpkinhead on the other, she followed Bungle out of the throne room.
      

      
   
      The Crystal Palace


      
      
      
         
         Abated Tower

      
      

      

      
      
         Björn was the mightiest of all adventurers. 



Björn was tall. So tall that when he looked down at you, you felt like a bug creeping on the ground. He could trample on you inadvertently every second you stayed close. That’s why no one did.



Björn was big and brawny. So brawny that the lightest of his handshakes would have crushed everyone else’s hand. That’s why he never clasped the hands of anyone. His own hands were reserved for his sturdiest friends: his swords.



Björn was fierce and feral. He had glassy, yellow-green eyes, ensconced under furry eyebrows, that seemed to burn with an inner blaze. His massive orange hair was matted and tousled, and so was his impenetrable beard. He resembled a lion trapped in a human body. Or a bear. Legend had it that he was indeed the wicked offspring of an unholy rape: his mother, then barely in her teens, had gone lost in the woods and fallen prey to the infamous bear spirit which feeds on the helpless travelers. That was the origin of his name.



But only featherbrains believed in legends. Who his true father was, no one knew. His mother had been struck mad by the incident, and she had died bearing him to light, carrying away her secret with her. Maybe it was no bear but a lecherous god, unable to resist the appeal of a young, wispy beauty astray in a shady wold? 



When Björn spake, it was like rolling thunder: glasses shook, branches fell, even the earth shuddered. And when he walked, windows shattered, trees crashed, earth cracked. Everyone but the bravest, or the most foolish, men fled. Women fainted. Children hid away, huddling and covering their ears. 



Yet, Björn was no evil fellow. He was even helpful, always ready to lend a hand to distressed people or rescue villages beleaguered by infamous monsters. One could even have said that Björn was a nice fellow. Some went so far as to venture that he could have been king, if Nature hadn’t made him but the mockery of a human. To be fair, Björn had no real weaknesses, but a single one: he was greedy. 



Even his giant body couldn’t match the extent of his greed.



How many foes had Björn slain? How many dragons lay now lifeless, their scaly body pierced by the point of his deadly sword? How many dens and pits had he raided and looted? No one could keep the tally. Nor had anyone ever contemplated the riches he was hoarding in his lair — for no one knew exactly where he dwelt. Only one thing was certain: had he owned all the gold and gemstones the gods had endowed the world with, he would have craved for more.



So it came to no surprise to the wise that one day, Björn declared he would set off for the Crystal Palace.



The Crystal Palace was the one monument in the empire whose origin was the most shrouded in antiquity. When Ruc’h, the most powerful wizard that ever came to be, began to grow old, he decided it was time to retreat in a quiet, lonely place, far from the rumbustiousness of the rabble. So he conjured up a cohort of demons, enslaved them, and forced them to build a castle of glass and crystal, set in the remotest glade of the deepest forest. And thus was the Crystal Palace put up.



But the demons, infuriated to have been inthralled, secretly turned on him and studded the castle with invisible traps and weird curvatures even he, the wittiest of all magicians, could not comprehend. Then they concealed their tricks using mirrors and carefully crafted walls that deceived the sight. And the very day the masterwork was finished, when Ruc’h moved in with his spell books and treasures, he was ensnared and doomed to wander aimlessly in the glassy labyrinth the demons had devised for him, until he passed of exhaustion.



Reportedly, jinns then settled for a while in the deserted building, but eventually abandoned it – though seers pretend the most mischievous of them still linger in its premises. Thus did the palace stand forlorn and lifeless, like a invaluable gem set in the heart of the darkest forest, while ivy slowly grew its vines on the shiny walls and thorny bushes encircled it as immobile guardians watching over riches all but uncountable. Eventually, even its location was forgotten.



And so it came to pass that the first day of summer,  Björn set out with his mighty sword and his longest bow and disappeared forever from human sight, for no one was to ever see him again. What little is known of his story comes from a handful of stained, yellowed and dog-eared scrolls recovered by an archeological expedition in the midst of the ruins of the hoary city of Dâar. How these parchments arrived in that place is anyone's guess, for as far as memory recalls, Dâar has always been surrounded by the driest of all deserts. Yet, all the experts that have been entrusted with them have delivered the same verdict: they were genuine. And they determined that the strange brown ink used to form the letters of the final lines was indeed human blood, probably the blood of the writer himself.



And here is what the folios narrate. The first ones have been rather well preserved:



Today, I’m happy. When I set out, I was a young man, I had strength and vigor and spunk. Year after year I roved and meandered through the empire, chasing rumors and following even the least tangible leads, looking for the most precious, yet the more carefully concealed treasure. But today my quest ended. As I sit here, lost in the innards of the wildest forest, I behold the sun setting behind a mound. And upon this mound sits the jewel of the jewels, and the crimson rays of the dying star are deflected and magnified by it, cast and recast by its invisible walls in a rainbow of infinite hues and shapes, so that the eye of the beholder is both enthralled and fooled.



Today, I reached the entrance. It was no easy task. I had to slash my way through the thick underbrush made of thorny bushes and shrubs that cut deep gashes and ate away at my leather armor. It took me all day to get through, but here I am, finally standing before the mighty gates. Gates that have not been opened for ages. They are all chiseled, adorned with strange letters I cannot decipher, with kinky curlicues and beautiful filigree in-between. But it is late, and I dare not enter when darkness is about to claim dominion over the world. Let me sleep here, and do as any king does: enter their palaces with the rising sun.



Finally, I did not step in, but decided I first had to walk around the building in order to assess its extent. By the gods of the underworld, I wasn’t expecting what I found. I thought one or two hours would be enough for me to circle around the premises, but I was wrong. It took the entire day. How big this place is, I dare not imagine. When I look up, all I see are sheer walls that seem to stretch up to the heavens. Yet I know this place is finite, but it might take weeks to explore. Fortunately, I have food and water enough to sustain me for a year, at least.



Today, I am in. With the first rays of the sun I opened the gates. It was ridiculously easy, as if they were weightless. What kind of magic is at work here, I cannot tell. The hall that lay beyond is magnificent. A majestic room with rows of colonnades all along reaching so high I found myself small in comparison. The sun rays are caught and reflected by the various surfaces, forming colorful designs of the utmost beauty, always at variance as one progresses or as the sun moves in the sky. It is splendid. I could sit there, look at it for hours and yet never see twice the same design. But it is not what I am here to claim. So I walked onward to the far wall and climbed its majestic stairs and thence to explore the second level, avoiding all other stairs leading up and down. I intend to proceed methodically, charting every room and corridor so as not to get lost. Did I explore all the rooms of that level, I have no way to know. Secret passages may exist, and some rooms might be reachable only from other levels. But here I stand, back to the landing of the main stairs, with nothing much to relate. The rooms were all empty and silent. Also, the light is different here. No longer iridescent as in the entrance hall, it transformed into a white, milky substance which suffuses every inch of space, as if the walls were built of frosty glass. Yet, when my hand strokes their surface, I feel only polished, smooth finish. And now the night is about to fall, and everything around me slowly fades away in darkness and silence. A silence so absolute I can hear the beating of my heart.



No. Darkness is not complete. Now I can see that the walls glow with a delicate, almost imperceptible light. Where does it come from, I have no way to tell. Sometimes I can glimpse strange black designs form behind the walls, but their shape is blurred, and they shift and skitter in all directions, as if living creatures were scurrying along invisible ducts inside the glass. But it’s not possible. I tried to break the wall with my sword, but it didn’t yield. How thick it is, I cannot guess, but there is certainly no nooks or burrows inside it. Besides, I don’t think those shapes are any sort of threat, just shadows cast and magnified by whatever huge flames cause that light to exist.



I would swear I’ve been touched. I was asleep when something icy grazed me. I jumped to my feet and looked around, but saw nothing barring the ever-changing shadows in the walls. I sat with my back against the wall, too scared to go back to sleep. I thought that the place was silent, but now I can hear a faint wailing, like a muffled dirge echoing from an unknown distance. It is probably only the wind fiddling on some remote broken window, but it gives me goosebumps.



I am stuck. Somehow I shall have fallen back asleep. When I woke up, the sun has risen. I wanted to go back to the entrance hall and check for other stairs but discovered that an invisible glass panel had somehow been put up during the night, blocking the entrance of the stairway leading downwards. Foolishly, I tried to break the panel with the hilt of my sword. And indeed it broke, but in doing so it shattered also half of the staircase beyond it. In a pandemonium of tinny din, it sundered and fell down to unknown depths. If I kneel over the edge of the landing and look down, I can’t see anything save that pervading milky glow that engulfs all things into a hazy, bottomless pit. The part of the staircase that still stands is too far away to reach, even for me, even leaping. It would be sheer folly to attempt a jump.



And now what am I to do? I have no choice but go forward and be less rash.



Found a passageway to the third level! Can’t even imagine how I missed it yesterday.



I saw it! I saw it! I was exploring the third level, which is as empty as the second, when I entered a large room with a huge floating glass orb in its middle, surrounded by a glass spiral staircase. I’m not sure how it works but if you look inside it, depending on the angle, you can see through the walls into other rooms, possibly even far distant. I saw the entrance hall and countless empty rooms but – oh gods of the dawn – I also saw a room full of gold pieces and gems and old grimoires. And atop it, set in the ceiling was a giant ruby which shone like living fire. Judging from the slant of my eyes, it must be  only a couple of levels above me. I have to find it. Have to find it!



The third level is deserted. Void rooms and bare corridors. Found no way up. Have to eat and rest and try again tomorrow.



The muffled dirge has resumed with the night. Seems louder now. Could it be sung from above rather than below? It definitely carries words with it, though it is too faint to be understandable. Walls glow their usual whitish light as shadows dance inside the walls.



I’ve been wounded. Something hit me while I was sleeping. My thigh has been cut and bleeds, though I can see no damage to the thick leather cuisse. Fortunately it is only superficial, nothing I can’t take care of. But some dark magic must be at work here.



Am up, am up into forth. Passages must shift during the night, that’s the only explanation.



There ends the first part of the testimony. What rest has been collected is only fragmentary.



…was wrong. Unknown lenses focus sunlight into deadly rays that shift and sweep the corridors, cutting through flesh and setting things afire. Have been hit by one […] off guard, hopefully deflected by the metal pieces of my shield. Hurts, but can still go ahead.



[…]no passage up. […] night […] voices and laughs over the dirge. Blobs of light in the walls. […] converge towards the room am in […] living things? […] attacked again […] in mid-air thought I hit something huge. Must be guardians! Glass guardians! Invisible at night. Swing […] cursed laughter. […] crash the wall. […] must be near.



Sunlight at last. Must rest. Heaps of shards everywhere, walls […] pool of blood. Cuts everywhere on my arms and legs. […]sleep[…]



Rays! Sun rays sliced through […] as I was asleep. I scrambled up, leaning against the walls. Must find a passage. Worn out. There it is, there it is! […] What? […] raining from the ceiling. […] crumbling down. […] no substance. My hand passed through it […] trick of the light […] eyes deceived. Everything around me crashing. […] just a matter of seconds […]








CRYSTAL PALACE



A crystal palace is a popular expression that means “con scheme” or “skullduggery”. It turned out this financial operation was a crystal palace set up by the Italian government. (R. Grosvenor, Travel to Rome, p. 34). It was still widely in use at the turn of the century, but seems to have become slightly outdated since (maybe too “cliché”).



Origin

The idiom can be traced back to medieval times. Its ultimate origins are obscure, though the image is self-explanatory. Greg Walter (On the Origins of Medieval Turns of Phrase, p. 56 et seq.) relates it to an obscure legend narrating the building of a remote and hidden palace made of glass, in which riches uncounted would have been abandoned and left up to grabs for anyone daring to enter. The treasure, however, would never have existed and the palace was a crafty deceit meant to attract, trap and kill the greediest adventurers.



There is no trace of such a legend or tale in any serious compendium book of medieval folklore, which makes Walter’s hypothesis unsubstantiated. No other scholar has ever quoted it, and it is cited here only for completion’s sake.
      

      
   
      Nerd for a Day


      

      
      
         “Lana will dress up as a nerd!” Kelsey shouted.



All the buildup in Lana dissipated. A few moments ago, she couldn't wait for it, getting ready for the big reveal. Only, it came down to nothing.



“A week?” Lana let out a nervous laugh, like one from the nerd counterparts they were referencing, only without the cracky voice and obnoxious nasal tone. Or, whatever Kelsey was going for. Even with the grace Lana mustered, the laugh rang out, and was choked out by the silence.



Kelsey cowered back into her chair- the one she surged upward from just moments ago to proclaim her idea. She buried her face in her hands. 



Kelsey had a epiphany while in sixth period. They were each reading through Romeo and Juliet, taking turns, when Kelsey paused on her turn. It was during the scene whe they showed up in disguises. Lana asked what she was thinking about all about after class. With an excited look in her eye, she said “I know how we can catch Leroy's attention!”



Lana gathered herself and hopped down from the podium. She held out a placated hand towards her leader. “C'mon Kelsey, I know you can help me to get Leroy's attention, but a nerd ploy isn't going to cut it.”



Kelsey reached out to Lana, took her friend’s hand, then stood up. 



“Speech, if I might ask?” Lana requested. 



Kelsey nodded slightly.



Lana looked around to all the faces in the crowd. “Fellow Debate members! Our Leader has spoken! We all know of our persuasive skillset, and we can use that to our advantage! Her nerd idea isn't far off! I suggest that we all dress up nerdy er...-like! To show our school spirit!”



A few voices whispered around the group. Some voicing out their concerns. One raised their hand.



“Yes, Keaton?” Lana pointed to him.



“That sounds like a great idea, however, don't you think the school is going to find something strange about all of us dressing up as something we aren't?” Keaton said. His eyes shifted and a slight pause, a sign that he was nervous to speak his mind. “We aren't completely sure this is how we are going to get Leroy's attention?”



“I know his likes and dislikes… from someone on the inside.” Lana winked at a girl in the crowd. “Suffices to say, anyone who shows school spirit and pride is a good cookie in Principal Leroy's book.”



“This team seems to be mostly invisible, since we are a middle class,” Kelsey explained. Everyone knew it. The most notable of some groups were the Anime, Dungeons and Dragons clubs. On the opposite side of the spectrum, the Football team. 



"Are you sure we want this type of attention?" The girl that Lana winked at pushed her way out of the crowd. "Lana has piqued some interest in this club at the school, which is a new dynamic for us- We can debate whether it's good or bad later.” Another member stated. The girl that Lana winked at pushed her way out of the crowd and marched towards Lana. She pointed a finger of judgement towards Lana’s collarbone. “I think you aren't doing it for the good of the team, little miss here just wants more trophies to hang on her wall!”



“You’ve made a point, Lily. I like my reputation.” Lana stated, calmly stepping back. She took a deep breath and reassured her position. “However, I know my intentions are pure, I'm not trying to climb up the pecking order!”



Kelsey stepped in between them. “Lily, Lana is right. Yes, it seems to me that this is a double-edged sword. A ‘you scratch my back and I will scratch yours’ situation. But, we have this as any other chance to make our mark.” She pointed upward. “WHO’S WITH ME! VALKYRIE DEBATE-!”



"HOLD IT!" Another member interrupted. He plowed towards the middle. "Don't you think the other clubs might find this derogatory?"



"Once they know why we are doing it, they'll respect our aim to bring attention to the VDA." Lana said.



"Wait." Another boy said, raising his hand.



"Yes, Keaton?" Lana asked.



Keaton weaved his way towards the middle. “Can we make it just a day? A week is kinda stretching it…”



Kelsey and Lana met eye to eye. They both smiled in unison. They knew what each other were thinking.



“All those in favor of a week, raise your hand.” Kelsey scanned the room. No hands were raised.



“All those in favor of a day, raise your hand.” Lana counted the hands raised. Eagerly, Keaton hopped up and down with two hands raised. 



“Notioned carried.” Kelsey noted. She glanced to Lana and said “This time I'll have Lana do it, so there aren't any interruptions…”



Keaton shrugged with a cheesy grin on his face, his eyes darting from one team member to another. 



Lana stood up on a podium “Valkyrie Debate Association!” She cheered.



“V-D-A!” The team’s bellow shook the ground.







Once she left the room, Lana felt a pit form in her stomach. Now came the hard part, to see if they can actually pull it off. Note to self, do not, under any circumstance, say to the Debate team, that words meant nothing until put into action. She remembered one kid tried that after a debate that didn't go so well. He was never heard from or seen again. Or at least, not talked to for a couple of days. Keaton learned his lesson then and there.



As she walked under the colors of silver and blue under the commons, she heard rushing footsteps coming towards her.



“Way to show some Valkyrie pride!” Kelsey huffed and puffed. She crouched down and set her hands on her thighs. “Heh, one min- Heh..one minute, need toooo, Heh...catch my breath!”



Lana rolled her eyes. “Oh, is the volleyball girl out of breath?”



Kelsey’s heavy breathing stopped. Lana had a concerned look on her face. Was Kelsey about to faint?



Kelsey popped her head up. With a flicker of mischief in her eye, she bolted for the door “Gotcha! Race you to the flagpole!”



“Oh no you don't!” She took of into a run, shot through the doors into the cool evening air.



The lights up ahead marked the flagpole, casting a gloss over the metal. Next to it, was a statue of an angel, garbed in intricate armor with flowing silk. It was a wonder of artistry, somehow, a kid created this one year for their senior project. If the stone silk was as soft as it looked, Lana would've snuggled in it.



“Beat ‘cha!” Kelsey said in a sing song voice, emphasizing the ‘cha’.  



Lana stuck out her tongue and blew a raspberry. “I gotta get in better shape.” Lana said, hoping to inflate Kelsey's ego. Lana found it amusing when Kelsey did stupid things when she felt bold. Besides, Lana felt a rush of energy coming over her.



Kelsey shook her head. “You need to stop-”



Lana sprinted towards her car. Once she reached the door, she looked back, expecting to see Kelsey in pursuit.



Kelsey walked casually. “Do it once, call it a joke, do it twice, call me a fool.”



Once Kelsey reached her car, Kelsey sighed “I saw you turning in a paper to the office,”



Lana’s eyes darted around. Usually, she could turn in a scholarship application form without notice. But now, her pastime activities were surveillanced by her friends, especially Kelsey. She whipped up a quick excuse. “Gotta be Well-rounded, right?” Lana flinched as she realized how funny it sounded.



“Can I be candid with you?” Kelsey asked.



Lana caught that she was using a method from the Debate team. Something to diffuse the situation, while cutting to the core of the argument. “Sure,” Lana said.



“Can you not be so a go-getter? It may sound disheartening, but you are starting to rub the others the wrong way.” Kelsey opened her car door. “Lily is the beginning."



Lana grimaced. Why did Kelsey have to play Devil’s advocate? Lily was naturally skeptical. Maybe she was right. The newfound attention may have been working it's slippery magic. She didn't want to die a nobody, but that could've twisted it's ugly head and transform into an untamed hunger for attention.



A smiled formed as she was reeled back to a reassuring thought. A simple mantra: I don't need popularity, I have my friends. Lana stoutly formed her reply “Kelsey, I'm doing this for the VDA, not me,”



“Just stop and smell the roses sometime, Okay?” Kelsey said.



“Okay.” Lana pointed to her noggin.



Kelsey closed the door, started the car and drove away. 



Lana studied the statue again and smiled. Even at a distance, it was beautiful. She crossed off Kelsey’s suggestion in her head “There! Done!” she noted to herself as she climbed into the driver's seat.








A week later...



“Dad, can I borrow these?” Lana held up a pair of glasses.



Her dad gave her a quizzical look. “Why do you need them? They're Bifocals.”



“We are having  a spirit week at school, I need to borrow them for a costume.”



“Try mom’s reading glasses.” he suggested.



Lana ran up the stairs.



“Uhn-Ah! Wait ‘til she gets home.” Dad interjected.



Lana grumbled. Making a beeline to her room, spying on her brother on the way. As usual, he was fiddling with his Rubik's cube.



Once in the door, she flopped on her Hello Kitty bed and waved out her smartphone. Her frown shifted to a soft smile as she typed away Hoping on the group text, she texted ‘Everyone Hyped for Tomorrow?!’ 



A flood of yeses came surging through. Some of them complained a little bit about how their phones exploded.



She texted ‘Lol’ with an emoji sticking its tongue out. Then swerving to private messaging, she texted Lily ‘How's it spreading?’



Her phone chimed a few seconds later. She read ‘Yes your highness. Your royal decree is now in the realms of Facebook, Instagram, now taking over the vassalage of Twitter.’



Lily was the expert in spreading news-sometimes gossip. though she didn't do much of the gossip. That made her an incredible asset to the Debate team. She knew a lot about people's personal lives. Though she wouldn't go spreading it will-nilly. If you wanted information, you needed to bribe her, otherwise she was sealed as tight a drum, and she kept it that way.



Lana bounded off her bed and took a peak in the closet. Searching through the far corner of her exile shirts, she found it: the sweater she knitted in 7th grade. She pulled it from the rack. Trying not to grimace, she folded the mismatched purple and red sweater and set it on her desk. 



One more thing. She pulled out a roll of duct tape from her desk drawer and set it on the sweater in anticipation.



Her phone chimed. Pulled to it like a cow in a tractor beam, she hovered towards the device and started sifting through the texts in the group chat.



It was official. The Principle announced ‘VDA day is tomorrow! Dress up nerdy! Glasses are 5 dollars or feel free to bring your own! Pay 1 dollar up front to support the VDA!’



She heard the garage door opening. Hurrying downstairs, she heard her Mother call “Come help with the Groceries!”



“Mom!” She shouted.



“What is it Lana?” Her mother tugged at four plastic bags. 



“Can I borrow your reading glasses?” Lana asked, giddy in her steps.



Mom moved past her and into the kitchen to set the bags down. “Yes you can. But what for?”



Dad hurried down the stairs. His voice retreating, he explained “Her school is doing a VDA day, where they dress up nerdy just for the day.”



“Wow Dad! I didn't know that you payed attention to those posts!” A voice sounded from the flight of stairs above them.



“You forget, us oldies tend to hover around Facebook every now and then." Dad shouted from the garage.



“Well in that case, ask your brother, his glasses should do.” Mom leaned down to whisper in Lana's ear. “He fits the bill better than any of us!”



“Hey! I heard that!” The voice from the upstairs said. He swerved around the corner, rubik's cube in hand, twisting and turning it every which way with one hand. “Lana should've got glasses like the rest of us.”



“My mistake. I like my Contacts lenses, thank you very much!” She sassed back.



“Stop Dilly-dallying and get the rest inside!” Dad came hauling in eight bags of groceries four bags each clasped in his hands and wrists.



Mom started towards the Kitchen “I'll start making dinner.”







Lana was about ready to turn in. After wrestling with her brother after dinner, she finally got his glasses.



She wrapped a thin piece of duct tape around the bridge, in between the eyes. Calling it good, she hopped into bed then tapped away on her phone. She was winding down and ending conversations in the texts.



‘ready for tomorrow, Kel?’ she typed.



‘Ready!’ she received back.



‘Okay! Goodnight!’ Her head hit the Hello Kitty’s tummy as she curled up to rest.







Her sweater was as itch as she remembered. Thankfully, it was just a day. 



She entered the doors of the building, finding three plastic folding tables set up. Three members of the Debate team attended the tables, putting on wristbands. 



She pushed her glasses up, then in a nasally voice she could muster. “One please!” 



She dropped her dollar into the slot as Lily put a wristband on her. “Don't get too carried away.”



“I won’t!” Lana skipped towards the display that the team worked on the previous week.at first, it was blurry, the. She took off her glasses and read. 



It said ‘Why support the VDA?’ It listed all the good reasons from ‘Help the foundation of kids working for a brighter future’ to ‘learn service skills that will aid you as you help support society’. One of her all time favorites was emboldened “Make new friends!”



She looked to the bustling crowds of students, many glasses in the sea of people. Of only more projects of these brought more and more together. 



She read the banner in from of the auditorium, a light gray banner with blue lettering ‘VDA Assembly Today!’



She reached for her phone and took a picture of it.



Suddenly, she heard a voice behind her “Lana?”



She turned around, and put the phone in her pocket. 



“Hey Keaton!”



He waved. “Hey! Er- excited for today?”



“Yep!” She sprung on her tippy-toes.



He scratched the back of his neck, “You-uh went really all out today.” He gulped. “I didn't recognize you at first.”



“Oh, no makeup?” She patted her soft, unadulterated face. “Heh, it's to play tricks on Leroy. I'll hide out until the assembly,”



“Gotcha.” Keaton said. “You know, if it weren't for Lily, I would be lost finding you also.”



“She knows what I look like without my makeup,” Lana explained. “There are a couple times I’ve been caught without it.”



The bell rang. Five minutes of warning. Lana pushed her glasses back on the bridge of her nose and took to her way down the hall. “Gotta run! See you after class, pretty boy!”



“Wait… wha-?”



Lana booked it to her first period.







Time passed slowly as the last few minutes of the period ended. Her teacher stood up and broke the silence.



Or, what the silence was. A couple of pencils stopped their scraping against the paper. Mrs. Diederich started “Okay, everyone to the assembly!” 



The classes left the room in flocks, as the glint of eyeglasses shone before her like sparkles in a fairy tale. Nothing like a job well done.



As the spectacles took their seats in the auditorium, they focused on the stage, where the Principal spoke into the mic. At first no sound except a the din of students chattering about.



“Testing, Testing!” The speakers boomed.



Many students covered their ear and embellishing the screech of the speakers with their groanings.



When the speaker came to a manageable volume, the Principle affirmed “Alright, we’re good now.” He turned to the audience “Please take your seats, we’ll start in a minute.”



Kelsey took a seat to the left of her. “You are ready to shine?”



“Lights! Camera! Glasses!” She said, pulling out her phone, she handed it to Kelsey. Kelsey started with a funny face and took a picture with Lana’s phone. 



The Principal got up and started. “Thanks to the Technicians, we got the volume just right. Special thanks to them! Give them a round of applause!”



The crowd roared.



“Well, Happy Vision Diability Awareness Day!”



Before he could finish the next sentence, the school cheered.



“I love your Valkyrie Pride! But please hold your applause.” He pivoted suddenly “Just kidding! Give yourself some applause to the finest set of young people anyone has ever seen!”



The school cheered louder. 



“Thanks to you, We raised over one thousand dollars to give to the Charity for Finer Vision!” He was interrupted yet again, with a minor look of annoyance in his face. It melted as soon as he started again. “Now, this wasn't brought to my attention until one young lady had the vision- Heh. pun not intended. To introduce me to the idea. Originally, we were going to make it a dance, called ‘Glass Masquerade’ but we decided to settle with this name. VDA!



“A girl in this school has been working hard, you know her around the class, but mostly, what amazes me beyond anything, is that she will work quietly through her peers, understanding that nothing can be accomplished without teamwork. Now, to quit my babbling, I invite Lana Svenson to come up and claim her scholarship!”



The crowd cheered the loudest when she walked up towards the stage. Butterflies in her stomach wriggled around while her feet floated on air. She immediately regretted not putting on makeup that morning. But either way, it was supposed to add to her disguise.



She got up on the stage. The crew handed her a cardboard ballot, while the Principal 

Held the microphone.



She stuttered a little, “T-thank you evrryone… I-I d-don't know what to say,” A rush of adrenaline coursed through her veins, making it hard to speak. The cardboard ballot shuddered as her hands grew clammy.



She paused, scanning the massive crowd. Looking for anything to root onto. Then, she spotted Lily’s face. In her chair, Lily obviously looked disinterested. Lana  smirked. She knew just what to say to prove Lily wrong. She started “I know it may seem like I've been chasing the dollar with these scholarships, or trying my best to stay on Principal Leroy’s good side.” 



A glance from him with a hearty laugh made her sure she was on the right path “Here I am, chasing dreams, when I've come across something more precious.” She looked to Principal Leroy. “With the Principal’s permission, I would like to invite twenty-seven students on stage."



Principal Leroy smiled. If he were speaking into a mic, then the school would hear him say “As you wish, this is your ball.”



“I would like to invite the members of the Valkyrie Debate Association to come up!”



As the group filed in to the stage, each one with a look of excitement, shock, or a mix of both took their rightful place.



The crowd cheered. But, not any cheer, it felt close to home. A distant memory resurfaced. 



Short and sweet, Lana thought to herself.  Short and sweet. “When I was younger, I felt like a face in the crowd. One in seven billion. Just like how you are wearing glasses, I only saw what was in front of me, and only through a small window. But, when an outgoing person found me, the encouraged me, prodded me to join their club.” Lana snickered. “Let’s just say that their club was very persuasive!”



Everyone laughed. Lana looked to Keaton, red faced from trying to hold his composure, then to Kelsey, who didn't bother to hide it. Even to Lily, she was smiling.



“Take off your glasses, even if they are prescription!” Lana instructed. 



The sea shifted and flowed as they took off their glasses.



“This is the big picture, and it gets even bigger when you make a friend. We have this gift of vision, and others need our vision and ideas to see the bigger picture! So, I challenge you, make a friend today, expand your horizons! ” 



Lana looked to all her teammates, and clapped. The audience followed. 



Kelsey popped a phone up and took a picture. Lana knew it well, her Cat cover on the front of it.



A new picture was captured. With it, a new memory.
      

      
   
      What Lies Behind Glass Masks


      
      
      
         
         Tell Me What You Wish to Unburden

      
      

      

      
      
         “Do you have your mask ready yet?” The voice came from the other room, distorted to be unrecognizable but I knew whom was speaking. We had lived together for years now, and they were the only other on that would be speaking to me at this moment. I did not reply, as they already knew the answer to the question anyways for if I had my mask ready I'd be out there with them.



I look down at the bits of glass laying on the desk before me, rejects all; the wrong shade of stain, cloudy when it should have been clear, clear when it should have been colored, the wrong number of facets, broken shards from a lax grip and more. I had collected them for the past year, here and there, the unwanted, castoffs. At the center of it all was a long shard of clear glass, split in the middle from too long in the fires, it would form the bridge of my mask, the center, the focus. The other bits and parts would be fused to it carefully, more care shown to them than they would have ever seen from anyone else.



I carefully nudge an oblong bit of what had once been a vase into the center of the runic circle it was resting in and looked over my script work, eyes following the whirls and fractal images that would bend the physical world to my will and forge my mask for the evening. It was a thing of beauty, the ink still fresh and glistening in the candle light of my room. All was in order so I pull a flake of obsidian from a nearby pewter bowl and cut a small, short line in my right palm. I was careful not to cross any of the other cuts from previous rituals.



The volcanic glass easily parts my skin and draws forth my blood. I collect a single drop onto my makeshift blade and place it into the topmost centermost circle of my array, blood side down, healing the wound with a quick lick at the same time. The blood closes the circuit of the script and it starts to give a soft white glow, flowing down and around, the circles and tessellating septagons starting a slow spiral as they raise from the desk, giving the illusion of being three-dimensional. I wait for the outermost circle to rise before placing both hands over the long shard in the center.



The shard glows white hot as I bend the laws of nature to my whims, producing heat with no flames. It was important that this castoff was caused by staying too long in the fires, it made it easier to bring forth the memory of that heat. The other lines of my array twist, dragging closer to the center, circles touching and melding together to form one perfect circle. With each circle that merges to the center a new piece of glass melds with the center piece, their differences dulled, their reasons for being rejects not erased but eased.



The last circle to join the rest was the one that started it all, the one that held the black flake or obsidian. It comes to rest at the forehead, an uneven triangle at the top of the bridge of the nose. The ending mask is an elegant mishmash of conflicting glass making styles, junk formed into a solemn androgynous human face. There were no seams, the disparate bits of glass fused at a level even I didn't fully understand.



I lift my hands, looking down at what I created for a moment before reaching out again and picking up what is to be my face for the evening. I was already dressed in the rest of my outfit, an ill fitting cloak that drug along the ground, a patchwork dress robe that was more patches than robe and shoes with worn soles and loose stitching. More rejects, more castoffs. Fitting for a cast out reject pariah.



I place the mask against my face and the other part of the magic that formed it kicks in, melding the glass to my skin, making the mask more than just a mask, at least for this evening. With that finished I take a deep breath and settle the cloak on my shoulders best I can before turning for the door. I pass though the curtain there, presenting myself to the one that spoke before. They are the only other person in the room and are also dressed and masked.



Their mask was a seamless piece of red glass, formed into the face of a fox. Their dress robe was a shimmering red with white trim, short sleeves but their arms were covered by white gloves. They also wore a cloak, though it fit much better than mine, the tail of it an actual fox tail. The outfit was designed to hide all identifying characteristics, but of course I knew who they were.



Tonight was a night for anonymity, in theory no one would know who was behind which mask tonight. Well, any mask but mine and Fox's that is. Everyone would know who the two of us were tonight. But the pretense to not know was still there, and for the others it was unlikely I'd know any of them even without masks.



Fox tilts their head to the side, taking in my mask and outfit. They give a single nod, holding out their right hand to me. “Come, our carriage waits us outside. We are on time so I have told them to take the long path so we might arrive fashionably late.”



I gives a short bow, taking their hand with my right and allow them to lead me from the house. The night air is crisp, all the moons dark tonight. Such an event only happened once every ten years, and such a night was the only night that the Glass Masquerade could be held. The carriage is one I've not seen before, the driver is also a stranger to me, which is all for the illusion of anonymity.



The unmasked man, old, balding, near the end of this part of the cycle of his life, opens the door for Fox and they drag me in after them. We sit across from each other, Fox behind the driver. We settle in and after a time there is a knock to show the driver is in position and Fox knocks back. With that there is a lurch and literal wheels set in motion the metaphorical wheels of what is to happen tonight.



The ride is long. Fox is silent during the trip. I spend the time mentally going though my rotes, trying to prepare for what will be demanded of me this evening. I know that I will not be prepared for what will be demanded of me.



Finally we arrive, the carriage stopping and the door opening, this time by a black masked member of the wait staff. Theater prop handler mask, no means of differentiation, truly faceless, nameless. Aside of the mask the uniform was cut in a way that telling gender was impossible, and every one of them would be wearing it tonight. The server helps Fox from the carriage, giving them a short bow.



Fox barely gives them a glance, turning back to me and holding their hand out once more, to help me down and to guide me inside. To make sure I didn't run. To ensure I played my part this evening. I take their hand and step down, looking up at the mansion before us.



It was a simple building, compared to some homes the royals had. This one was owned by The Prince and was only for use in tonight's ritual, not ever to be lived in or used for other events. If The Prince was going to be present this evening was unknown, and if they were which mask they would be behind would be known to as few people as possible. Such a thing was of no matter to me anyways.



I allow Fox to drag me inside. The foyer had a few others in it, a set of three, Badger talking with Owl and Deer. While who was behind what mask was, in theory, unknown there would only be one of each mask this evening. In theory, in practice it would be easy enough to know who was what by their manner of speech if the listener was astute enough.



We are not announced as we enter, the party already in full swing, the two of us late as Fox said we would be. The three in the foyer stop their conversation as me and Fox enter, glass masks turning to look at us. “Late as always Fox.” Badger says, voice sounding exactly the same as Fox's did, or even as mine would be if I spoke, though I would not speak this evening.



Fox waves their hand not holding mine, dismissing the accusation. “I arrive when I am ready to arrive, not a moment sooner or later.” They tug me along, to the next room, leaving the other three to follow in our wake. With Fox here the real reason we are all here this night could finally start.



The ball room has low music being played on the stage by faceless performers, not the sort of dance to, but the sort to provide a background for chatter. Fox pulls me along, light of feet and strong of arm. We pass the buffet and the smell of the food turns my stomach and I have a moment to be thankful that I would not be expected to eat tonight. Though I would be seeing a lot of sharp knives this evening.



Conversations end and masks turn we pass. Fox was leading me along the edge of the room, not towards the center or the stage, but just around. Fox and I were the reason everyone was here tonight, but I would not take center stage until the clock struck the hour before the dawn. Until then we were to be on the edges, to have the others come to Fox.



Hound is first, breaking away from the mass of robes in the room to approach Fox and me. Their mask is of a bloodhound, long and drooping, an impression of sadness, their robe a tawny brown and cloak tail that of a real dog. Fox stops, turning to face Hound, not letting go of my hand. We would not be separated from one another from this point until it came time for me to move to the center of the room.



“Well, this is a surprise Hound, it was my impression you had nothing you wished to be rid of.” The person behind the mask was, ostensibly, a secret, but the choice of mask was telling in itself. The Hound was notorious for never letting up, for never letting go. For them to seek me out at all, let alone to be first was, well, it was unorthodox.



“I have my reasons for picking this mask tonight Fox. They are not for you to question.” Fox bows at that, conceding the point. They then step to the side, turning the two of us so our backs are to the crowd and Hound was now separated from the group, hidden by the two of us, their back to the wall as they turn with us, keeping us in sight.



“My apologies, you are correct. I overstep my role for the evening. Tell me that you wish to unburden so that it may be done.” I follow my role in this an raise my left arm, palm out towards Hound like a street beggar.



Hound pulls a glass knife from their belt, the blade catching the light in a rainbow of color. They grab my wrist and drag the sharp edge along the tips of my fingers, drawing blood. They then raise my hand to press against the mask, my blood dripping down over their face. Hound leans in close to Fox, and Fox leans in close to Hound, my presence here ignored as the former speak the secret they desire to no longer hold.



“I have an undesired sexual attraction to a close relative that I want removed.” As Hound speaks a black miasma come from their mouth. The dread smoke flows up along their mask of a face and catches on my blood, flowing back along the conductive channel of it and into me. By the time they are done speaking the miasma has been sucked into my wounds which seal behind it, trapping the words within me.



As the confession seeps into me I bear the burden of the secret told. I feel the lust of one I see every day, the burning desire to lay with them in a forbidden way. There is no concept of gender, gender does not matter, nor is there a sense of what relation there is, be it parent, sibling, child or more distant relation, as that is not important either. There is only the driving need to be with one whom I should never, could never, be with in that manner.



Hound lets go of my hand, allowing it to fall away back to my side. Their mask is now stained a bright red, my blood dried but not oxidized. Everyone here tonight bu myself and Fox got one personal confession if they so wished, the stain of my blood to be what they must wear for the evening to be free of their burdens. Hound stores their blade again, letting out a sigh of relief at being free of their unwanted desire.



“Naughty dog. But your secret is safe with Fox. Now be gone so the next may come.” Hound bows and the three of us dance around one another, placing Fox and my back to the wall again, releasing Hound back to the crowd.



Fox does not wait, tugging me along, for we must walk the circle of the room before the clock chimes. We get no more than four steps before another of the crowd steps before us Raven bars our way forward, their full obsidian mask seeming to suck in the light of the room, their black cloak of feathers rustles with their movement. “Raven, come to tell me a secret now have you chatty bird?”



“The secret I share tonight is but my own Fox and I know it shall be safe with you.” Strictly speaking Fox's quip at the nature of the mask worm was not required for the ritual. It was the nature of the one that wore Fox five decades ago and since it has become tradition, or at least those chosen to wear Fox since have also had it in their nature to make quips. The three of us dance, Fox in the lead, and soon Raven is separated from the others like Hound had been.



“Very well, then tell me that you wish to unburden so that it may be done.” That phrase was important to the ritual. I hold out my hand to Raven as I did to Hound, and as Hound did to me Raven produces a clean knife with which to slice into my fingers, slightly below the fresh scars that Hound left, and stains their mask with my blood. The other two lean into one another as Raven shares their secret.



“I have a near uncontrollable urges to kill others that I want removed.” More miasma, and another foreign desire fills me. The need to feel the heart blood of someone else on my hands, to watch the light of life in their eyes fade. To hear the rattle in their lungs as they take their last breath.



“Well, that is more fitting of Crow but killing another is most unkind. Do not worry, your secret is safe with Fox. Now be gone so the next may come.” Raven bows and after another short dance leaves, Fox tugging me along to the next one.



And the others come, mask after mask. Snake, Crane, Tiger, Moose, Squirrel, Badger, Sheep, Spider, Lion, Horse, Crab, Mantis, Anteater, Bee, Goat and more and more. Each of them has something to tell Fox, something they wish to be unburdened of. I listen to them all and take them into myself as my blood stains their faces.



The night drags on as I am dragged around the room. The secrets I now bear also weigh me down, so many conflicting feelings and desires wanting to be acted on. Not all that Fox had been told was sinful, some had what many might consider to be virtues they wished to not have any more. It was not about becoming a better person this evening, instead it was about becoming the person you wanted to be and if you wanted to be a person who did not feel the need to give to others then that was within your right for this rite.



Finally we complete our circuit of the room, everyone in the crowd who wished to confess having confessed. But we do not rest, Fox tugging me along still. Now, instead, they pull me towards the crowd, towards the center of the room. The crowd parts for us, reforming behind us, not making us a part of the masses but instead as a means of keeping us from leaving, keeping me from leaving.



The center of the room is a runic array, the script work a marvel and I have a brief moment to wish I could study it closer but I knew I would not get that chance. Then the clock strikes the hour and Fox pulls away, letting go of my hand and leaving me at the center of the crowd, as the music that had been playing all evening abruptly stops. For the first time in the evening I am the focus of attention, before this moment the others only reacting to Fox, never to me. I was but a prop for the night, and even now I was to just be a focus of what was to come.



I am not sure who speaks first, their voices are all the same after all. “Deviant!” The accusation is clear in the silence of the room. More follow after.



Murderer, thief, lawbreaker, pervert, radical, liar, heathen and more. I am condemned as all of the evils of our world, source and cause and tempter all. I take care not to drown them out, to listen to each word even as the crowd yells more and more together and raise my hands to them to ask for more. Then the first lash of a whip connects with my back, tearing through my worn robe to draw blood from my back.



The next lash hits my left arm and as my blood drips down the array we all stand on activates. The glow is strong, but the invectives and lashes do not stop. I stand strong, taking it all even as more black smoke pours forth from their mouths and into me. I do not know how long it lasts, it feels like both an eternity and only a moment.



Finally no more blows, verbal or physical, come as the crowd is spent. There is no climax to the ritual, no grand act such as a sacrifice or flaring of light. As the last of the miasma soaks into my skin and closes my wounds the light of the array fades and members of the crowd start to leave, on by one or in groups of three or more. Soon the only one left in the room beside myself and the faceless staff was Fox, my sole companion, my gaoler.



I finally lower my arms, as there was no one left here to give me anything. Fox takes my right arm, guiding me to the door, into the foyer and from there outside. As we step outside I see the sun rise over the horizon.



I look to the sun for the first time in years, bringing up my left hand to remove my mask and feel the sunlight on my skin. Next to me Fox removes her mask as well and speaks in her own voice.



“Let's go home.”
      

      
   
      A Woman Tearing Herself in Half


      
      
      
         
         Let This Be the Way I Remember You as I Go

      
         
         Blood on a Snowy Field

      
         
         Please, sit.

      
      

      

      
      
         






ONE




WINGS SPREAD AGAINST THE BACK OF A DEAD MAN













It is impossible not to hate the Lady Sylvia on sight.



There is arsenic in the way she speaks, bullets hidden behind her eyes that make it unsafe to look at her face. She is nineteen, and looks not a day older than thirty. She is staring at me as I sit down.



“Tea, Mister?”



The voice you just heard is that of Madeleine. She is the Lady Sylvia’s servant and, as far as I am aware, the only person who holds any kind of appreciation for that monster.



The stench coming from the Lady Sylvia is too much for the human nose. It is rotten teeth and putrid fingernails, it is a knife slashing at your wrists and crows pecking at your eyes. It hits like a shot of bourbon and a tablespoon of pepper.



My eyes are watery, and my mouth feels doughy. I am forced to wear my handkerchief around my face. It makes me look malicious, like a bandit waiting gun in hand on the side of the road. That is the reason my voice sounds muffled when I reply:



“No. Thank you.”



Then, immediately after Madeleine leaves, the Lady Sylvia asks: 



“Why are you here?”



The Lady Sylvia has a face that says many things, none pleasant, and it says them all at once. In that moment I do feel like a bandit, and I lament the lack of a gun in my hand. I do not know what would have happened, had I had one with me at the moment. I suspect only one person would have left the room.



I explain what I am here to do, as I look at my notes. I try to stay neutral. You can hear the rustling of the book while I read. “Lady Sylvia. On the Thirteenth of March, Jonathan Gard was found dead at the Cathedral.”



“Yes.”



“Father Harrison confessed under oath that you are the one who solicited that the Cathedral be emptied that day. That you were the only one inside, when Jonathan Gard went in. That you are the only one who left.”



“Father Harrison is mistaken.” 



“Is he?”



“Yes. Madeleine was there too.”



She speaks not with wit, but rather with bulbous idiocy, a repugnant refusal to acknowledge the point. I have seen pictures of Jonathan Gard’s body by the time we have this interview, and I wish I could snap her neck in two. 



You can hear me scribble down. “I see. What happened at the Cathedral, Lady Sylvia?”



The Lady Sylvia’s expression is blood on a snowy field, and it stinks of alcohol and gasoline. It is fangs that eat your heart. It is wings spread against the back of a dead man. “What happened is that Jonathan Gard came into the Cathedral, and we prayed to God.”



“And then?”



“And then we found out God is not merciful.”












TWO






JUDGE OUR WORDS AS WELL AS OUR ACTIONS













The Cathedral is bathed in gold. The light that comes through the centuries-old windows is dusty and oak-scented, and it feels like a punch in the gut. The religious paintings on the walls speak of glory and sweet blood wine, and the angels all look down on those who kneel to pray.



The saints, though, they look up.



They’re still human after all.



The voice you are going to hear now is that of Father Harrison. He is young and handsome, and has stains of lipstick on his wrist, but he speaks with faith and rapturous delight. I am interviewing him near the altar, where the angels can judge our words as well as our actions. 



“The Lady Sylvia is anathema to this town. She is God’s mistake, or God’s punishment. I can’t tell which. I wish she could burn, so we could do something to her corpse once she dies.”



This is not the first time I speak to Father Harrison. He is pleasant to me, has warmed to my presence. When he speaks, he looks to me as a friend, fiddling with the rosary he holds in his right hand. 



“She killed him. I know that much. She blew Jonathan’s head off.” 



He asks me if I mind if he smokes, and I say no. He drags from a long cigarette, which he holds like a lady. 



“Did you talk to her?”



“I did.” I am not looking at my notes this time. I trust Father Harrison; by the time I leave this town, I will still consider him my only friend. “She said you lied.”



“Did she, now?”



“Madeleine was here too, in the Cathedral, when Jonathan Gard died.”



Father Harrison’s knuckles turn white, and he fiddles more with his rosary. He takes another drag, and the smoke smells like green apples. “She is not allowed here. I did not see her enter.”



“Madeleine?”



“Yes.”



“Who is she?”



“I wish I did not know.” Father Harrison hugs me around the shoulders, and we pace together around the altar. “She is the Lady Sylvia’s servant, and has been since she was born. I do not know if she is human. I fear she might be.”



“Is that better than the alternative?”



“Animals follow their nature. Humans act on their will. I pity the Lady Sylvia for what she is, the same way I pity the sheep eaten by the lion. But Madeleine? Madeleine is capable of sin.” 



Father Harrison takes a moment before continuing, focusing on his cigarette, licking the lipstick on his wrists. 



I am forced to interrupt him; I have an appointment. “You pity the Lady Sylvia?”



“As much as I can. She is not human, but she wishes she were. That is deserving of pity, I believe, if anything. Have you noticed her stench?”



I tell him I did. I admit that I had to wear a handkerchief over my face while talking to her so that I could breathe, even though I promised I would not, when Madeleine asked me before the meeting. I tell Father Harrison that I tried to apologize, but they wouldn’t let me.



Father Harrison is understanding, and unsurprised. “They revel in their own hatred. They treasure insults, like you or I may treasure memories. It is how they measure the passage of time.”



“Madeleine was not wearing anything. She breathed just fine.”



Father Harrison shrugs. In his eyes I can see a prayer. “Love knows no bounds.” He finishes his cigarette and throws it to the floor, where it burns bright against the white tiles until he smothers it with his shoe. “She has served the Lady Sylvia since they were both five years of age, she feels nothing but adoration for the demon. I assume she is used to breathing poison by now.”



“I don’t know if it’s possible to get used to it.” 



“Me neither. That is why sometimes I tell myself she can’t be a human.” Father Harrison hugs himself, and looks up. The golden light makes him look endless. “A vain hope, I suppose.” 



“Do you think it was her, then, who killed Jonathan Gard? Madeleine?”



“It’s possible. I did not see her enter, I did not lie there. But if she was here, she did it. She would do anything for the Lady Sylvia.” Father Harrison looks back at me. “What did you do to that handkerchief?”



“The one I wore?”



“Yes.”



“I burned it. Doctor Harley told me to.”



Father Harrison nods, and sucks the lipstick on his wrists once more. “Good. The stench was never going to leave. That is why I wish the Lady could burn, too. I do not know what we will do, when she dies. I suppose we’ll simply leave town.”



“Why would they want to kill Jonathan?”



“Did she not tell you?” Father Harrison replies instead. His voice is soft. “Did you not ask?”



I did. I tell Father Harrison what the Lady Sylvia said, about looking at God’s face, and Father Harrison laughs a laughter that makes his fangs look longer, and his hands look like claws.



Then he tells me:



“Jonathan Gard was a fool. He came from the farm at the other side of town, and had not a penny to his name. He used to wear his father’s wedding suit, and it looked miserable. He would go to the Lady’s house. And you know what?”



“What?”



“He did not wear a handkerchief. He could breathe around her just fine. Such are the things we do for love. That is why they killed him.”



I leave Father Harrison’s side; I have an appointment, and I can’t be late. I promise I will write, and I know he will write back. 



But before I can disappear, I ask one last question.



“Do you hate the Lady Sylvia?”



There is no hesitation in his face when he replies.



“Yes.”



“How can you pity and hate at the same time?”



“Because I know she does not have a will. I know she did not choose to be a scar on the face of Creation, and I pity her existence, because I know she suffers, almost just like us. I know hatred is undeserved.”



“But?”



“But, my Lord have mercy on my soul.” He smiles, and the lipstick has tainted his teeth red. “I am only human.”












THREE






LIKE COURTING A FLAME, LIKE THROWING SALT AT A WOUND















Doctor Beatrice Harley moves out of spite, as if her blood were mercury. She does not look at you when talking, as if she was always asking you to leave. Her face is hidden under a plague doctor’s mask; this is her one and only pleasantry.



“Fuck that child. And fuck her manor. We should set them both alight.”



“Father Harrison told me she does not burn.”



“I know. I am the one who found that out.”



We are talking at Doctor Harley’s clinic. It’s a tight space, stinks of kerosene and sick breath. The plague doctor’s mask does not muffle Doctor Harley’s voice; it is hollow, and it carries sound well.



It’s not the first time we meet, but it will be the last. This time, I ask about the Lady Sylvia, and she answers.



“A wolf seduced a maiden, and so the Lady Sylvia was born. Her mother died of the plague, and the Lady carved her way out of the womb. She ate rats as a toddler, and if you strike she does not bleed. She came out of the river, one stormy night. Maybe she grew from the tree by her manor, like a sick apple.”



“Are any of those true?”



“Fuck if I know. Maybe all of them are. She does not burn. She does bleed, I know that. Her servant, that tall girl?”



“Madeleine?”



Doctor Harley nods. It is one of the very few times I will see her make any gesture whatsoever. “Human. Father Harrison entertains other thoughts, but he’s an idiot.”



“I found him to be pleasant.”



“Then you’re an idiot, too.”



Speaking to Doctor Harley is not easy. Her eyes are invisible behind her mask. Her hands are laced together atop her desk. I look at them during the interview. It is easier than anything else.



“How can nobody know where the Lady Sylvia came from?”



“The manor has been there forever. The Lady Sylvia just popped out of nowhere, one day. Ask Victor Monte, he will know. Are we done?”



“No. What can you tell me of Jonathan Gard?”



“He disgraced the Lady Sylvia.”



“What?”



“It is what she told me. The servant girl, she came here and made me go to the manor. I had to examine that monster, as if it were a fucking human—and she is not. She looks the part, but that is all.”



Doctor Harley sounds like steel bending, like a needle scratching fabric. So I ask: “For example?”



“She bleeds black. She does not have toes. She does not burn when set alight. And the stench, of course. Did you burn the handkerchief?”



“I did.”



“Good. Jonathan Gard did not wear one, and that was his demise. The servant girl, she kept asking if the Lady Sylvia was healthy still, if I could do something to help. Piss on them for taking advantage of my integrity; I did my fucking job.”



“What did they want?”



Another gesture: Doctor Harley moves her head slightly, tilting it to the side. She cannot show a frown under the mask, but I can feel it in her voice when she answers.



“I told you. He disgraced her. Madeleine wanted to know if the Lady was pregnant, if there was anything I could do to her.”



It’s getting dark outside, and the last rays of sunlight enter the clinic and die in the sterile air. There are no lamps inside; if Doctor Harley is caught working after sunset, she will sit in the dark.



I do not know what would be harder to guess: if she would mind, or if she would notice.



“I should have stuck an iron rod up her groin and ended it there.” She spits these words, and I fear the plague doctor’s mask might rot and fall right there. “But the servant girl would have killed me.”



“Would she?”



“She had a gun. She thought I could not see it, but I see everything.”



I believe this.



“So I just gave her the treatment. There are herbs, moonlight petals…” The voice of Doctor Harley drifts away, and I let it go. “She bled, and it was black, and that was it. She is not going to bear child any time soon. Next day, Jonathan Gard was dead, and nobody cried.”



“Did Jonathan Gard force himself on her? Is that why they—?”



“No. You cannot force yourself into the Lady Sylvia. She has ways to defend herself.”



“Are you sure?”



“Yes. I did not find signs of violence either. Whatever happened, it was consensual. Much to the servant girl’s distaste.”



You can hear me writing everything down in the recording, to buy time. I did not know what Doctor Harley just told me. If Father Harrison did, he hid it from me, but I do not blame him for the courtesy.



To lay with the Lady Sylvia would be like courting a flame, like throwing salt at a wound. To picture her face, her teeth, close to flesh. To picture her dress falling down, her legs welcoming the touch of another.



The thought alone screams against my own mind, bangs its fist against the inside of my eyes. To confront this fact, to observe the aftermath up-close, would be maddening.



The plague doctor’s mask makes sense, now.



I do not hate Doctor Harvey anymore. 



When I change the topic, I do it out of necessity. “You were the one who examined Jonathan Gard’s body after it was found?”



“Yes.”



“How did he die?”



“They blew his fucking face off. The bullet entered from the chin and went out of the top of his head. Whoever shot him, they shot from the hip.”



“Is that shot even possible? From the hip, aiming up, all the way to the head?”



“If you are good enough. Anything else?”



“Yes.” I feel Doctor Harley’s distaste from my seat, it’s like bitter tea on the tongue, but I keep talking. “You said you cannot force yourself on the Lady Sylvia?”



“You have seen her. You tell me.”



I agree with Doctor Harley. “But you said you tried to set her alight?”



“Yes.”



“How did you manage that?”



“She begged me. It didn’t work. You may leave now.”












FOUR






THE ONLY THING THE HEART REMEMBERS















Victor Monte grins without teeth and his cane is made out of stone. He shakes like he’s dancing and refuses to sit down. His house sits atop a hill, far away from the Lady’s manor. His eyes are glassy, but his gaze is piercing.



“The Lady Sylvia is not human, but she was not sired by a wolf.”



His voice reflects his age, but he is perfectly understandable. 



“Doctor Harvey told me about that. She also said the Lady Sylvia came from the womb of a dead woman, or maybe grew out of a tree.”



“Yes, yes. I am aware of those tales. But that is not true either.”



“How come nobody knows where she came from?”



“Because the Lady Sylvia carries death.” 



Victor Monte is walking me around the town, aimlessly. The only light comes from the lamp I carry; candlelight dances in his eyes and I believe, for a moment, that he is blind. 



“Is that why nobody remembers her?”



“Nobody remembers her because nobody was here when she came. Nobody but me.” Victor Monte pats my arm. “They all passed away, they just left me behind. The Lady Sylvia forgot about me. One day, I think, she may remember, and then I will leave too.”



“…Everybody died?”



“Father Harrison came to town ten years ago. Doctor Harvey has only been working here for three, but she does not have the Father’s faith, and she is already breaking. I’m the only one who has anything to remember in the first place.”



You can hear in the recording how I stop, how I make Victor Monte sit down on a nearby rock so I can look through my notes. You can hear how I read through them.



You can hear the confusion in my voice.



“Nobody told me about this.”



“It is hard to count time around the Lady Sylvia. She clouds one’s mind with her poison, she makes hours feel like years, and minutes feel like seconds. Father Harrison does not lie when he says they count insults to mark the days. It is the only thing the heart remembers.”



“So the town is… Everybody came after the Lady? And still decided to stay?”



“Because she stays in her manor, and life is easier when there is something to hate.”



Victor Monte signals me to help him up. I am forced to put away my notes and obey; his eyes won’t take a no for an answer.



Once we are walking again, he talks once more.



“The Lady Sylvia,” he says, “is not the first, but she might be the last. Her kind used to roam the Earth long ago, and they had many names. Some called them monsters, some called them demons. Doctor Harvey would call them the plague. All of them are right.”



“So what is she?”



“A carrier of death. A beast. A scar in the face of Creation, or God’s punishment, or God’s mistake. All at one.”



“Yes, but… Where did she come from? What is her origin?”



Victor Monte takes a moment to reply. 



“Sometimes children are born wrong. They bleed black, or do not cry. Sometimes the parents were born wrong in their turn, and the child inherited the worst out of both. Did you know the Lady Sylvia asked Doctor Harvey to burn her to death?”



“I was aware.”



“That is because burning them used to work. We called them witches, when I was younger. But if life moves on, so does death.”



We have walked all the way up to the manor, now. We are lighted by candles, but the manor has its own light. It’s white, and sickening. Dark mist pours out of the windows, as if the stench of the Lady had taken a physical form. Grotesque and captivating, like an open wound festering with maggots.



When I look at Victor Monte again, he is offering me a handkerchief. I do not take it. Instead, I ask.



“What about Madeleine? The servant?”



Victor Monte shakes his head. “Love is strange. She is human. The Lady Sylvia has forgiven her; why, I do not know. She was there when the Lady was but a child, and they took care of each other.”



“The Lady took care of Madeleine?”



“The Lady Sylvia is the only thing Madeleine has. I do not know if the Lady Sylvia can understand love, not like we do. But I know that she looks like a human, that she talks like a human. She lives in a human house and moves like a human girl. She does not need to do any of those things. It is merely a mask she wears.”



I think back of the Lady, of her teeth, of her eyes. “It is not very convincing.”



“It is a mask made out of glass. The point is not that it hides who you are. The point is that you are wearing it.” Victor Monte is still offering me the handkerchief. I am still not taking it. “She did not choose to be born a witch.” 



“And Madeleine plays into that?”



“Madeleine loves the Lady, and the Lady knows this. The Lady does not love her back, even though a human would, but she can pretend. Or try to pretend.”



“And Jonathan Gard…?”



“I can only guess so much. You should ask them about this.”



I hesitate. I can see the dark mist pouring out of the manor’s window. I can remember the stench of the Lady. I do not wish to go back.



But I take the handkerchief Victor Monte is offering me.












FIVE






ONLY HUMANS ARE CAPABLE OF SIN















Madeleine has hair of sugar and diamonds, and she wears no handkerchief over her mouth. There is sawdust in her voice and hot ice in her chest. She is nineteen, and looks not a day older than twelve.



She is snarling, and holding a gun. She points from the hip but aims up, straight towards my head.



I am wearing a handkerchief, and raising my hands above my head. I have no time to speak before Madeleine speaks.



“What do you want?”



“I am here just to investigate. I’ll ask some questions, and then I’ll leave.”



“Why are you doing this?”



“I search for the truth. Nothing else. I will not harm the Lady Sylvia once this is over. I don’t think I could, even if I tried.”



The stench is killing me. The Lady Sylvia must be next door. I can see Madeleine taking a deep breath, and the sight alone is enough to make me nauseous.



“I know you killed Jonathan Gard at the Cathedral. Everybody knows. But we’re not going to do anything. The Lady Sylvia won’t burn even if we try.”



You can hear the alarm in Madeleine’s voice when she speaks next. She does not lower her gun at any point.



“How do you know that?”



“She asked Doctor Harvey to try to—”



“When?”



I have to answer the truth. “I… do not know. I think their perception of time has been affected. I myself don’t know how long I’ve been here.”



There is a pause. Madeleine is looking at me for a while before she replies.



“A week.”



“I thought it had been a day.”



“It has been a week.”



“Do you know why the Lady asked Doctor Harvey to try to burn her?”



“I…”



“I know she’s a witch. I know she is… wearing a mask. But… why did Jonathan Gard have to die? What did he do?”



“He disgraced the Lady Sylvia.”



“What does that mean?”



Once again, Madeleine says nothing for a while, and simply looks at me.



But then, she lowers her gun, and her gaze, and all I can see is her hair made out sugar and diamonds covering her face. 



“The Lady does not love me. I know that much. She tries, but she cannot comprehend what it feels like. Only humans are capable of sin. But I am a woman. The Lady Sylvia hoped that might be the reason.”



“Is she capable of hope?”



I can feel the venom in Madeleine’s voice when she replies. I can sense that she wants to shoot at me for that—but she does not point her gun at me once more. 



She says:



“She is capable of longing.”



As if that were enough.



I have to push her. “And then, Jonathan Gard…?”



“He was a fool. He could see past the mist, and the poison, and her teeth. I do not know if he fell in love for real; I fear he did. The Lady Sylvia thought laying with him might be her last chance.”



“Her last chance to what?”



“To try to feel something other than longing.”



“And it did not work.”



Madeleine looks at me. “Jonathan Gard had his fun, and then he left. The Lady Sylvia felt nothing. Nothing. She is not capable of love, no matter how hard she tries.”



We stay in silence. Slowly, I lower my arms. I get the feeling I am not going to get shot after all.



Madeleine speaks again.



“It broke her heart.”



“So you killed him.”



“He took the last thing she had. He took her hope, and he—” Madeleine visibly chokes. She needs to rub her neck to speak again. “He touched her.”



I push the thought out of my mind. With the Lady Sylvia so close to me, with the stench around me, I would not be able to survive it. “Who decided he had to die?”



“We did it together. I sneaked into the Cathedral so that the Lady Sylvia would not have to do it herself.”



I will forever remember this moment. 



I will never stop asking myself if this is my fault.



“Do you…?” I start, then I stop, then I start again. “Do you think the Lady Sylvia asked Doctor Harvey to burn her after she laid with Jonathan Gard, or after you killed him?”



The clatter you can hear in the recording is the gun falling from Madeleine’s hand.



“What?”



“I…” I wish I could look through my notes, but I can’t. I need to rely on my memory. “Victor Monte told me that the Lady Sylvia does not understand love, not like us. But maybe she understands it in a different way. You said she can feel longing. Maybe, once Jonathan Gard was dead, she realized she could…”



I am not able to finish this. I lack words to describe the way Madeleine looks at me. In that moment, I would believe she carved her way out of the womb of a dead woman.



“I tried to ask Doctor Harvey.” I’m stuttering, I talk too fast. I’m afraid. I keep talking. “But time is—she can’t quite tell. I think, if we ask the Lady Sylvia, she might be able to—”



“Leave.”



Just one word, but it is wrapped in finality. Madeleine does not reach for her gun. She does not need to.



“Leave now.”



“I—”



“Please. If—if she loves that man, even after death, I…”



The recording is completely silent for the next three seconds.



“Please. I need to be alone.”



I leave.












END




A WOMAN TEARING HERSELF IN HALF













I flee the town, not bothering to say goodbye to Father Harrison. I will send him a letter later, and he will say he understands. I turn off my recorder.



I have not returned to the town yet; I doubt I’ll ever do. The death of Jonathan Gard was written down as an accident, and nobody but me ever came down to investigate. The Lady Sylvia was left alone.



As I was leaving town, I could hear a scream coming from the manor. It was undoubtedly Madeleine’s voice; I wish I had not turned off my recorded. It was the howl of a woman tearing herself in half, the screech of the sun dying every sunset. It was wood being split by lightning, and silk being torn to shreds.



Next, a gunshot followed, and the screaming was no more. 



Father Harrison writes me in his letters that the Lady Sylvia lives alone now. Sometimes, at night, when the guilt won’t let me sleep, I idly wonder if she has learned to love Madeleine, now that she is not with her anymore.
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