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Ally Condie


  
    When I was younger, in a misguided attempt to determine whether I had a fight or flight response to danger, my father hid in my bedroom closet and jumped out to startle me. (He was a judge and had seen too many bad things happen to people who didn’t have a quick response to danger.) To his frustration, my gut instinct was neither to run nor to stand my ground. Instead, I collapsed on the floor.


    “That’s not going to do you any good when something dangerous comes along, Ally,” he said, and even though his method of teaching me this lesson was dubious—and, frankly, stupid—I agreed with the principle.


    And so I was vigilant. I didn’t walk alone in the dark as a college coed. I didn’t go places where I knew there could be trouble. I ran fast and hard so that no one could catch me. I decided flight would be my defense for physical danger. I saved the fight for emotional peril, for things that frightened me in different ways, and I used words and knowledge to make my arguments sound, to keep myself safe.


    For a time it served me well, or well enough.


    But when I came to the greatest danger of my life so far, that of a loved one struggling with a mental illness, I learned that neither of these were viable options for that person. There is no flight from yourself. There is no fighting yourself, not without disastrous and painful consequences. You cannot run, and you cannot hide, and it is a supremely painful place to exist.


    Where, then, can you escape?


    As writers and readers, we believe in the power of story. We believe in the line that William Nicholson wrote for the movie Shadowlands: “We read to know that we are not alone.” Stories heal. Stories entertain. Stories keep us sane. Through them, we unlearn everything we thought we knew and find it coming back different and true.


    Of course, sometimes a story is just a story. It cannot take away the pain. You cannot escape into it. I have spent many nights sitting by the side of someone’s bed, wishing that my stories could do something for this person that I love so much, and at the same time I knew with certainty that in that moment my stories did not help.


    And still, of all the tenets of my personal belief, my belief in the power of story is one of the deepest held. If I had the power to tell exactly the right story to the person I love, it might sound something like this: I knew you before. I knew you after. I want to know you now. I have a story for you. Here it is. Do you see? It is exactly what you need it to be.


    The stories in this collection are written by authors who also believe in the power of story. They are about worlds and peoples and ideas. They are stories for escape and enchantment, stories to feel alone with, and in which you can find a little part of yourself.


    This collection is in support of author Robison Wells, who is an advocate for those with mental illness, and who lives with it himself every day.


    This collection is also for his family, who loves him very much.


    And it is for all those who struggle with mental illness, and for those who do their best to fight and fly with them.

  



Introduction
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Dan Wells


  
    When my brother Rob and I were little, I used to play a game I called “See How Easy It Is to Bug Him?” This is the kind of thing that older brothers do. The game was simpler than you probably think: just go into a public place and attract attention. That’s literally all it took. There we’d be, waiting for the bus or walking through a store or even just sitting in our front yard, and I’d start to sing really loudly or stand on one foot or whatever, and someone would turn their head to see what was happening, and Rob would fly into a rage. Why was I singing? Couldn’t I see that everyone was looking at us? Didn’t all that attention bother me? What was my stupid problem anyway? And I would laugh and laugh and laugh, and then the next day, when his guard was down, I’d do it again. Every day for years and years.


    And then a few decades later he was diagnosed with a severe anxiety disorder, and suddenly it wasn’t so funny anymore.


    (Well, still kind of funny—he is my little brother, after all—just less funny.)


    Looking back at Rob’s life it’s easy to see the seeds of anxiety in a hundred little tics and behaviors that we always just chalked up to him being the world’s youngest curmudgeon. He was the only seven-year-old I’ve ever met who would yell at other kids to get off his lawn. He wasn’t humorless—he was always up for whatever wacky new scheme we concocted—but he was private. He wanted to be wacky on his own terms, in a quiet room, where the only noise was his own. Hindsight also makes it easy to spot the quirks that would eventually develop into full-blown depression, and if I squint my eyes a bit I can see in his younger perfectionism the ominous shadow of what is now a crippling case of OCD: not the “group my M&Ms by color” kind of OCD, but the real OCD, the “my mind is not my own” OCD that makes him try to break his own hands or throw himself down the stairs. None of what he did as a child was a quantifiable, diagnosable disorder; none of it was the kind of behavior a wiser eye might have looked at and said “that child has dark things in his future.” Not every shy, awkward kid grows up to have a mental disorder, and thank goodness, because that would be all of us. But some of them do. Some moles are just moles, but some moles are cancer.


    (Don’t worry, Rob doesn’t have cancer. But that doesn’t stop his anxiety disorder from checking for it several times a week.)


    This anthology, in a weird kind of way, is about that difference in trajectory. Just like people, some stories grow up one way and some stories grow up another way, and in slightly different circumstances one story could go in any number of different directions. When we set out to put together an anthology to help raise awareness of mental illness, we decided to focus not on the illness itself—most of these contributions are not stories about mental illness—but on the subtle differences that can send a story, or a life, down a completely unexpected path. Most of the stories you’ll read here are alternate versions of stories you’ve read in other forms, but seen through a slightly different lens; you’ll find deleted scenes from bestselling books, or early drafts where beloved characters make different and sometimes very surprising choices. Think of it as a glimpse into an alternate world, to things that might have been but aren’t.


    In another way, this anthology is about itself: about the need to raise awareness of mental illness. Every story in here is accompanied by a brief note or essay from the author, explaining their own personal connection to mental illness. Whether it’s themselves, or a friend or a loved one, every author here has been touched by the needs and problems and realities of mental health. Many of our readers have, too, and since the day this anthology was announced I have been flooded by emails and other messages from grateful people sharing their own stories and struggles. I wish I could have put some of those in here as well, because they help to show that this is not a fringe issue. These are your neighbors and your children and your parents and your spouses; in a very real sense, they are you. When you read this book I encourage you to think about your own connections to mental illness, and to share what you think with others. These essays tell about the ways mental illness has altered the authors’ perceptions. Now it’s your turn to alter the perceptions of others by showing them the realities they might not have considered before.


    Growing up with Rob helped to prepare me, in some small way, for being an adult with Rob. He wanted things a certain way, and I didn’t take him seriously, and now that he has a vast cornucopia of mental illnesses that need things a certain way, I can see reflected in the rest of the world the same callous, dismissive, sometimes deliberately provocative behavior I showed as a child. The world is not a nice place to people with mental illnesses, partly because the illnesses themselves are so hard to deal with, but also—and sometimes “mostly”—because we as a society, as a human race, go out of our way to make them harder. Every time you casually misuse a word like “OCD” or “neurotic” or “aspergers,” you make it harder for the people who hear you to take those words seriously as actual medical conditions. Every time you tell a depressed coworker to stop moping, every time you tell a friend with ADD to stop screwing around, every time you tell a person with anorexia or bipolar disorder or post-traumatic stress syndrome to stop being such a drama queen, you’re playing the grown-up version of “See How Easy It Is to Bug Him?” Yes, it’s easy, but you’re better than that. We all are, and we have a responsibility to help each other however we can, for mental health just as much as physical health. And yet mental health therapies are rare, and insurance plans willing to cover them are practically non-existent—in the United States, a person with a mental illness is ten times more likely to be in prison than to be in therapy. We are better than that. We’re not acting like it right now; we’re acting every bit as heartless as that statistic makes us sound. But we can be better.


    If there’s one thing that my brother’s experience has taught me, it’s that mental illness is not weird. It’s not rare, it’s not creepy, and it’s not a sign of personal weakness. The medical community estimates that one in four adults has a quantifiable mental disorder—that’s not rare, that’s more common than blond hair. That’s ten times more common than green eyes. Look around the room right now; think about your family, and your friends, and your coworkers: one quarter of the people in your life are suffering from a mental illness. If you don’t know who they are, it’s your job to find out. Don’t let them suffer alone. You can give help and love and support to so many people who need it, who might not have anyone else who’s paying enough attention to give it to them. So let’s do better. Let’s recognize mental illness, and do what we can to fight it, and help others to be more aware of it both in our individual circles and in our society as a whole.


    Let’s do this.

  


  Shannon Hale
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    Shannon Hale is the New York Times best-selling author of fifteen children’s and young adult novels, including multiple award-winners The Goose Girl, Book of a Thousand Days, and Newbery Honor recipient Princess Academy. Her latest, Ever After High: A Wonderlandiful World, will publish August 2014. She also penned three books for adults, beginning with Austenland, which is now a major motion picture starring Keri Russell. She cowrote the hit graphic novels Rapunzel’s Revenge and Calamity Jack with husband Dean Hale. They live with their four small children near Salt Lake City, Utah.

  


  
    Mental illness affects everyone. I have many people close to me who struggle with various mental illnesses and have seen up close the trauma, self-doubt, and often debilitating nature of these diseases. It’s about time we eradicated the stigma and treated mental illness like any other illness.
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    “Ravenous” is a previously unpublished short story. I’d had the idea of taking a traditional teen chick lit voice and premise but crossing it with alien scifi and seeing what might happen.

  


  
Ravenous


  Shannon Hale


  
    Lunchtime. I shove my book bag into my locker and take inventory of my wallet. I do have enough to forgo the heaps-of-pond-scum-disguised-as-cafeteria-food and hit the sushi dive on the corner, but that’ll put a radical dent in this month’s allowance. Still, that’s where Bethany’s group eats. That’s where Sam eats. My social life could really use a splurge.


    I’m almost resolved to do it when Bethany passes down the hall, draped in that sparkly scarf everyone’s been ogling. I overhear her whisper to Candace, “I think Geraldo got a new shipment this morning.”


    I keep my eyes on my wallet, pretending not to notice them.


    “You wanna head over after school?” Candace asks.


    “Yeah, but don’t tell—”


    And they’re gone.


    Geraldo’s got a new shipment! And Bethany hasn’t seen it yet! I have a chance to score some seriously hot fashion before anyone else at Sandhill High. It’d be nice to be first in something for once. The decision is rash but feels great inside me, as if I’ve just eaten a nest of fat grubs.


    Which I haven’t. I missed breakfast this morning because I slept late (that one’s totally on my craptastic alarm clock), and now lunch. My stomachs make pathetic little squeaks.


    I cross the street and am strutting with the glee of my bravado, my back legs long, my head high, when I pass the deli.


    I almost trip. There’s a guy buying some meats. A Drust guy. He looks at me. His eyes are dark and large. He’s got, no kidding, the baddest bod I’ve ever seen. His thorax is sleek, gray-black and totally shiny.


    This is the first Drust guy my age I’ve met—at least since my last metamorphosis. The half-pupa Drusts at our school aren’t worth mentioning—so pale and fleshy. Bleh. Thus far I’d saved my crushes for Grugians and Nikas. Bethany, Candace and the cool Drust girls refuse to date out of species, which I always thought was pointless, because it’s not like we have a lot of options in this town.


    But looking at the deli guy, I know now what Bethany means when she says “Drust or bust.”


    Mmm, he is yummy-hot. I actually imagine licking the firm curve of his abdomen and embarrass myself so much I choke and cough on my own saliva.


    Suddenly I’m shivering, which is stupid because the day is warm, the Alpha Sun summer hot and straight up.


    Don’t be a pupa, Rudi, I scold myself, but my heart pumps harder as if it’s trying to win a race.


    My mother believes in perfect matches. With my father, all it took was a glimpse, a shared moment, a single touch, and she knew. And he knew. And a few weeks later, I was born.


    Yuck, I am way too young to be thinking about that kind of commitment. If perfect matches do exist, I don’t want to meet mine till I’m out of school at least.


    I keep walking but can’t help looking back. The guy is still watching me. He seems to stand up taller, and he leans forward, just a little.


    Could he . . . is he attracted to me too?


    Take a chill pill, Rudi. Guys like that do not go for girls like you.


    I’m still shivering by the time I get to Geraldo’s. The door is as wide and squat as he is, and I duck as I enter. The door seals shut behind me with a hiss of air. I slip off my gas mask and immediately wish I hadn’t. The greasy, spicy odor of Berbs pervades the place, but his merchandise is so unique, even Bethany puts up with Geraldo’s stink.


    The store is empty at this hour. I can hear him in the back, crunching up his lunch.


    “Hey Geraldo,” I call out, “did you get a new shipment from the capital?”


    One eyeball stalk peers through the break in the curtain. It disappears again, there are some hurried crunches, and then Geraldo pops out—all of him now. A dry-roasted tentacle hangs from the corner of his mouth. He slurps it in.


    “Hello, butterfly,” he says, lumbering into the showroom. Geraldo calls all the Drust girls butterfly. “My goodness, but aren’t you a sight to behold! I swear, just yesterday you were a pupa, and now the most stunning adult Drust I’ve ever seen!”


    Ginger says he butters up Drusts because he’s afraid of us and thinks we’re trouble. That is so racist. But I can’t help hoping Geraldo really means it with me. Maybe I am grown up—almost. Maybe he sees something in me that others will see. Maybe that deli guy saw it too.


    I look at shawls to hide how stupidly pleased I feel.


    “These were here last week,” I say.


    “Yes, yes,” he says dismissively. “But wait until you see the new gas masks.”


    Gas masks. Great. Thanks a lot, overambitious ancestors, for deciding to colonize a “Mostly Viable Planet.” Just a tad too much ammonia in the atmosphere, and we’re sentenced to gas masks every time we step outside.


    “Very high quality,” he says. “The best I’ve seen, all new designs, limited quantities.”


    Geraldo slides open the glass door of a cabinet and pulls out a gas mask. I catch my breath.


    Thank you, Ancestors. For reals.


    The shape seems retro, and yet at the same time totally new. It’s crafted from some kind of animal leather, dyed red, stuck with brass bolts so gorgeous they’re wicked.


    If I’m dolled up in a gas mask like that, isn’t there a good chance—maybe even an excellent chance—that Bethany and her group would notice me? Or even a super fine Drust guy?


    I let my old blackened iron mask clonk to the floor. I carefully take the new mask with my front pincers and turn to the mirrored wall.


    I’m squeezing my eyes shut as I slip on the gas mask, afraid to look. Maybe my head is too broad for this style. Maybe it will make my exoskeleton look pallid, my mandible thin, unkissable. Maybe I’m just not good enough for something this amazing. Maybe I’ll be the very last of the girls to grow up, find a mate, start a family.


    I squint open my eyes.


    I’m beautiful.


    This is the first time in my life span I genuinely feel beautiful.


    My mother told me I was the last egg in the cache to hatch. I doubt I was any uglier than my sibling larvae, but honestly, that’s never saying much, is it? But of course, I was the last one to molt, the last to get my back pair of legs. At least I sprouted second antennae before Ginger and Pam, but they totally caught up last fall with their flashy wings—purple for Ginger and gorgeous honey-green for Pam.


    They flaunted and laughed and flew over me, stuck on the ground like a larva, like a guy. I was beginning to worry there was something wrong with me.


    Then, voila. The lumps appeared. A few days later (and some long, aching, sleepless nights, I can tell you), I hatched the most beautiful black wings. When light hits them, they’re an iridescent silver.


    Sometimes I open them at school as if I’m stretching, unaware. But really I’m hoping people notice. Is that pathetic? I can imagine Bethany’s condescending tone: “Rudi is such a pupa sometimes.”


    I should have opened them for the deli guy. No, that would have been too obvious.


    I pay Geraldo’s wince-worthy price. I will not be lunching on sushi or anything but cafeteria slime for some time. But it’s worth it.


    On the way back to school, I stop in the deli. The Drust guy is gone.


    The old Husian behind the counter winks at me. “Nice mask.”


    “Thanks,” I say.


    Maybe wearing a mask like this is as obvious as stretching my wings. But I don’t care.


    I don’t care. I don’t care. Because I feel beautiful.


    We’re not allowed to wear gas masks inside the school, so I drop it in my locker by the doors and make it to Advanced Cellular Disruption just as the bell rings. The rest of the day drags, my mind caught up alternately imagining Bethany seeing me in my new mask and daydreaming about the Drust guy.


    And thinking about sushi. My stomach rumbles. Even the memory of Geraldo’s dry-roasted tentacles makes my mouth water.


    I’m stuck in the middle of another Deli Guy daydream that’s getting a little steamy when final bell rings. I put on my mask and head out the front doors, scanning for Bethany. She has to see me in my mask before she goes to Geraldo’s. She has to know I bought one first. I’m anxiously pacing the sidewalk when across the street I glimpse a black, shiny thorax.


    That can’t be one of the Drust guys from school—they’re all scrawny, sheepish little half-pupas who still sleep in cocoons at night. And that Drust’s abdomen is too large to belong to the nearly dried-up old male that shuffles around town walking his pet beetle. My mother said he actually mutilated his own abdomen to make it so thin and gross. Weird.


    No, it’s got to be Deli Guy.


    And then I see Bethany, heading the other way toward Geraldo’s. If she doesn’t see me right now, there will be no point. She’ll buy a new gas mask, and then she’ll accuse me of copying her when I actually got one first. Classic Bethany. So. Irritating.


    But will I see the guy around again? Or is this my only chance?


    I straighten my mask. I throw a mournful glance at Bethany, who is opening Geraldo’s door. I turn away and follow the guy.


    Maybe it’s the wicked-beautiful mask making me bolder, or maybe it’s that attraction I felt, tugging me forward, tying me to him. Is that really possible?


    He’s walking faster. Now he’s running. Where’s he going in such a hurry? There’s no way to casually happen upon a cute guy who is running in the opposite direction. Maybe I can follow him home and see where he lives at least. So I pursue like a shameless hussy. He crosses another street and heads through a park. I’m an awkward runner. Honestly, I have the gait of a needle-nosed leaf eater, and he’s so fast.


    So I open my wings and fly.


    It’s still new, this power over air. The rush of lifting, the way my wings sense the currents, tease through them. I want to laugh out loud.


    I have no intention of getting close enough to be noticed, but I dip lower on a breeze, and there’s that tug again, pulling me toward him, encouraging, as if this is all meant to be.


    But not too close, Rudi.


    The wind shifts, I shift to miss a tree, and I tilt and fall. Right onto the guy.


    We are a heap of Drust bodies on the pavement.


    “Whoa, hey, sorry,” I say, disentangling my legs from his, pulling my open wings out of his face and shutting them quickly. “Wow, I’m such a clutz. Still getting used to the flying thing I guess.”


    “That’s okay,” he says.


    He helps me up. He brushes dirt off his thorax. His gaze is on the ground. I stand there, pretending to check myself for scratches, waiting for him to look at me and my fabulous gas mask. It takes forever. It’s almost as if he’s afraid to. But finally he looks up. He looks at me with those large eyes, so much larger than a girl’s and positioned more toward the sides. And I wonder if he’s thinking that I’m a complete spaz.


    “Sorry about that,” I say again. “I’m Rudi, by the way.”


    “Jeremy,” he says, and the sound of his voice warms my middle.


    Jeremy. I could eat his name in one bite.


    “Cool mask,” he says.


    I nod like I agree and then realize that probably came off as arrogant. I’m about to mumble an apology when he smiles.


    “I saw you earlier,” he says. “Sorry I was staring. I’m new here. We . . . we were the only Drusts where I came from, and my mother forbade me from making friends with any Drust girls.”


    “Argh, isn’t that irritating?” I say. “I’m so sick of being labeled.”


    “I know what you mean.” He looks at me, almost shyly, and I think that perhaps he does understand. “Mom is really strict. But I saw you . . .”


    He stops and just looks.


    “I saw you too.” I shiver again. This feeling, this urgency.


    “So, I guess I should go . . .”


    “Hey, do you want to hang out?” I ask. “I have the new Predators album.”


    He glances back the way he’d been running. I feel a little shaky again, suddenly desperate to keep him with me. If Bethany had met him first, I have no doubt she’d never let him out of her clutches.


    “I mean, if your mom won’t let you—” I start.


    “No, it’s cool.”


    We walk back toward town, our pincers hanging in the space between us, nearly touching. We talk about music. This guy is ridiculously hot. I kind of hope my sisters are home so I can show him off. And . . . I kind of hope they’re not.


    “This is it,” I say.


    Spheres dangle from the eaves of our house and the trees out front. Jeremy glances up, as if expecting that one of those is my room, but I keep going without explanation. Each of my sisters claimed a sphere when she got her wings, none left over when I finally sprouted a pair. I hope Jeremy doesn’t ask.


    I walk in and can tell from the silence that no one’s home. I’m so hungry, but I don’t slow as we pass the pantry. I don’t want to eat in front of this hot guy.


    We climb the ladder into the second story. It’s all mine now that my sisters have moved into sphere rooms. He looks over my books and music collection. I put on the Predators. His antennae bob.


    “Can I confess something?” he says.


    I feel my stomachs shrink a little in fear, but I say, “For sure.”


    “I’d never heard of the Predators.”


    I laugh, relieved. But he shrinks back, as if I was laughing at him.


    “I’d only learned about them last week,” I say. “I was just trying to make you think I was cool.”


    He smiles and takes off his gas mask.


    Crud. Now I have to take off mine. I slip the studded leather awesomeness slowly from my head and drop it on my nest. He looks at me. And maybe I’m not imagining the attraction, because he seems to notice me even more.


    I step closer. He lifts a leg as if he’ll retreat, but then he doesn’t.


    His closest antenna reaches out, touches my arm. My exoskeleton feels soft under his touch. He pulls back. I lower one of my antennae, a brief connection. My eyes close. I hear him sigh, and our antennae intertwine. I tug softly, pull him closer. Our faces are a breath apart.


    I’ve kissed other guys. Zach mostly, a Grugian, taller than I am and skinny as a grain stalk, whose mouth is surprisingly strong. But I’ve never kissed like this. Every part of me, from gizzard to ganglia, feels warm and melty wonderful.


    Oh man, this is really happening, isn’t it? Maybe I’m not ready for this. But I did just basically lure a guy into my empty house and up into my private room. I never thought of myself as the seducer type, but here I am, alone with a hot Drust guy, wrapping my arms around his thorax.


    “I shouldn’t be here, you know,” he whispers, the side of his head rubbing against mine. “I should listen to my mother. It’s so strange, but I can’t seem to resist you.”


    His words pulse in my head, and I recall my mother, my beautiful mother, lying back on her nest when I was just a larva, barely old enough to see.


    “Your father never had a chance. He couldn’t resist me. He really should have tried harder,” she said with a chuckle, her gorgeous abdomen trembling, her golden wing tips lifting in amusement.


    The memory dims. Everything dims. I am instinct. This is my body. This is what my body is for. My body. His body. He kisses me, his mandible scraping against mine, a rough sound like sand and rocks. His pincer snapping. My antenna twitching.


    Instinct.


    And then I do it. I lean down and lick his abdomen.


    I think he groans, but no, it’s my own stomach. The old adage “never kiss when hungry” pops into my head and I almost laugh.


    “I shouldn’t . . .” He keeps saying. “I can’t resist.”


    I don’t just feel beautiful anymore. I feel powerful.


    “I know,” I whisper. “But you probably should have tried harder.”


    I open my eyes. And then I open my wings. It’s too late to worry about being obvious. I spread them out, twice as wide as my pincer arms, fluttering them so the silver veins catch the window light.


    His eyes widen, and he stares at me as if he just realized what’s about to happen.


    I think he’ll struggle. He doesn’t struggle.


    The Female Mesmer. I read about it at school.


    Once the male and female Drust show compatibility through mutual attraction, the spread wings and gaze of the female Drust shock the male into paralysis.


    In a textbook, it sounded so clinical. But in the moment, it’s radical.


    I hold his front legs with my pincers. They quiver but don’t resist. My mandible unhinges. His neck fits neatly inside my mouth. As if it was made to. Which, I guess, it was.


    And my mandible snaps shut. Jeremy’s head breaks off and slaps to the ground.


    Whoa, I think. That is so not pupa.


    I stare at his head, the white glazed eyes, the pale purple ooze seeping from the split neck. I think I should feel alarmed, maybe even sorry. But I only feel awesome.


    My pincers have grown larger in the past year. I’m amazed at how easily I can lift his body and drop it onto my nest, abdomen up.


    I’m going to be the first at something at last. Ginger and Pam, Candace and Bethany, Shawnee and Iris, none of them have done anything with these firm eggs that have been rounding out our abdomens ever since our wings emerged. Those girls may as well be males for all that they ever do. But not me. Not black-winged Rudi. I’m no guy, I’m no pupa.


    I pick up Jeremy’s head, turning it over in my pincers, stroking his fine, wide mandible. Maybe I made a mistake. Maybe I rushed things.


    My stomach groans. I bite into his skull, the pleasant crunch of exo-skeleton giving way to soft and salty brains, and I stop worrying. The taste of his brains in my mouth must release hormones in my body, because my abdomen begins pulsing—a pleasantly giddy but almost frightening sensation. I’d hardly ever given my ovipositor a second thought, but now I can feel it swelling, extending.


    With my front pincer, I slice open Jeremy’s abdomen where I’d licked him, following the green mark of my saliva. His body opens with a creak and a sigh.


    Jeremy and I—we were made for each other. I believe that with a surety that makes me giggle. My eggs will be so cozy inside his still-warm purple guts. The slice nicked his pip sack, just as it should. Those juices flow free, waiting to fertilize my eggs with his death. His insides smell amazing, and I can’t help salivating. But I must leave it all for them. When my babies hatch, they’ll be ravenous.

  


  [image: ]


  Seanan McGuire
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    Seanan McGuire writes things. It is difficult to make her stop. You can find out about these things at her website, SeananMcGuire.com. Seanan often claims to be the vanguard of an invading race of alien plant people, and we thus far have seen no reason to doubt her.

  


  
    Cybernetic Space Princess from Mars

  


  
    I had a phone interview a few years ago in which I was asked about my writing process. That’s not unusual: a lot of people want to understand how it is that I’m able to write as much as I do. I explained how I handle things—the checklists, the word counts, the tiered editorial pools—and the interviewer laughed and said, “So it’s almost like an OCD thing, right?” From his tone, he expected a chuckle about how funny mental illness was. He expected me to agree with him.


    “Not almost,” I said. “I have OCD.”


    He stopped laughing. The rest of the interview was stilted and awkward, and as far as I’m aware, it was never published. “Break your brain and you can write like Seanan McGuire” isn’t the best advice, after all.


    Before I go any further, I want to make it clear that this is not the first time I have talked about my OCD, and the way that it impacts my life. I don’t talk about it in depth all that often, in part because it would be viewed as fishing for sympathy, but more because my OCD is just a part of my daily life. I’m not “normal” for five days out of the week, and a person with OCD on Mondays and Thursdays. I’m not cyclical. I am programmed in a way that doesn’t quite fit the currently defined human median, and that’s how I function all the time.


    My form of OCD centers around numbers and numeric rituals, with a substantial side order of depression, suicidal ideation, and obsessive thoughts. I am not a cleaner, not really, but there are certain household tasks I avoid because I can see the warning signs. I use hand sanitizer whenever possible, because washing my hands can turn into a cyclic thing wherein they are never clean enough, and must be washed over and over again, until my skin is chapped and the blood is what’s making me dirty. I construct rituals with abnormal speed, and can be thrown into immediate, deep depression when they are disrupted, even if I didn’t yet realize that they existed. Big fun.


    I started displaying signs of OCD when I was nine, although I didn’t get formally diagnosed until I was nineteen. Because I’m not germophobic (if anything, I’m virophilic) or a “cleaner,” it was easy to write my insistence on following patterns and maintaining routines off as just one more aspect of me being a weird kid. And I was a weird kid, with or without the OCD. It’s impossible for me to know who I would have been with a differently wired brain, but I like to think that I would have been a version of the self I am now. Just maybe one with a little less stuff, and a little less esoteric knowledge about bad B-grade horror movies.


    My diagnosis was almost accidental. I was depressed; I went to see a doctor about my depression; one thing led to another; we arrived at a place that we both agreed matched up with the contents of my brain. (OCD is sometimes connected to depression. Hell, OCD sometimes causes depression, either because you can’t keep up with your obsessions, or because your compulsions make you sad. I’ve had both these experiences. Neither is particularly fun, and explaining to people that your life is effectively perfect but you want to die anyway is not an awesome experience.) I promptly told absolutely no one about my diagnosis, because the OCD jokes were already common within my social circle, and I didn’t want to deal. But I did start putting some basic coping strategies in place, and things got better. I didn’t fly into a towering rage over people being late if we didn’t set a start time. I learned to eat food without mashing it into an indistinguishable slurry. The beat went on.


    On most weekday mornings, I get out of bed at 8:13 a.m. I write this in my planner. On Wednesdays, after spending the night watching television with a friend, I get out of bed at 9:30 a.m. I write this in my planner, too. On the weekends, I sleep later; last Sunday, I slept until 10:23 a.m. I know this, because I wrote it in my planner.


    After I get up, I brush my teeth, put on whatever I’m planning to wear for the morning, and check in online. This is done by visiting Gmail, personal mail, Twitter, LiveJournal, and FaceBook, in that order. Always in that order. If I’m leaving the house before noon, I eat breakfast. If I’m not, I open the first of the files I will be working on that day and begin working toward word count. I know this, because all these things, too, are written in my planner. So is everything else. What exercises I will do, what my assigned word counts will be, what to remember to say to my roommates, whether it’s time to brush the cats . . . everything.


    I have been a member of Weight Watchers since late 2004. I like Weight Watchers. It gives me an excuse to write down everything I eat, and turn every activity into a number to be added to a little column. In the times where I can’t attend meetings and get new “official” trackers, those same counts wind up going into my planner, along with a record of what time I took my multivitamin and how much water I’ve had to drink. What shows I watched that day. What books I read. What I accomplished. What I didn’t.


    Tiny columns of numbers march along the sides of the calendar—how many days until book release, how many days since book release, how many days since I did something that I’m waiting to hear more information on. I record the return dates of shows that I watch, the release dates of movies, the official dates of conventions. Birthdays and ages. I celebrate friendship anniversaries and remember strange holidays that, having made it into my calendar once, are now a permanent part of my personal year.


    When I see street numbers or phone numbers or the like, I will automatically start picking them apart to determine whether they are either a multiple of nine or a prime number. Either of these is deeply comforting to me. Numbers that are one digit off in either direction can be distracting, if I’ve been having a bad enough day. I count crows and use them to predict the future, compulsively, and argue with myself over sightings and whether they count.


    I wear the same clothes over and over, washing them too often so that I can stick to the same four shirts. I would be perfectly happy eating the same things for every meal, every day, for the rest of my life.


    People sometimes ask me how I can bear it; how I can break my life down into schedules and checklists and tasks without losing my mind completely. But the thing is, that’s how my brain works. It’s just how I am. I look at other people’s lives and wonder how they can bear it—having to agonize over menus, not knowing where to sit, not remembering the order of the primes, not knowing when all their favorite TV shows come back on the air. I find the framework of my life to be freeing, not confining, and I don’t really comprehend living any other way. I never had to.


    And yes, sometimes I have to make concessions in order to remain stable. I arrive at the airport two hours before my flights, period. I don’t care if I have to miss things to do it; the rules say “two hours before,” and I arrive two hours before. I become uncomfortable and have difficulty focusing if someone takes my chair in a setting where I have defined patterns. Some things have to be done in a certain order, and if I try to do them in a different order, I am likely to become very difficult to deal with. Failure to complete a to-do list is upsetting to me on a deep, profound level that I have difficulty explaining in verbal terms; it’s just wrong. My friends learn that if you’re going on a social outing with me, you need to arrive on time or deal with me having a meltdown, that I do not want to have adventurous food, and that I will throw you out of the house if your arrival interferes with standing scheduled events. And the beat goes on.


    As I’ve gotten older, my symptoms have matured with the rest of me, as have my coping strategies. I’ve finally reached the point where I don’t start hyperventilating if I’m not at the airport exactly when I think I should be, providing I have a printed boarding pass and priority boarding. I can travel with people who are more laid back than I am (although, to be fair, that’s everyone). I can even go for dinner without having a pre-memorized menu (I don’t get credit for this one; it turns out you can, with time, memorize a wide enough range of food combinations to be safe within a number of specific cuisines). And I mostly don’t take it out on other people when things go wrong.


    One in fifty Americans lives with OCD. I won’t say “suffers from,” because not all of us are suffering; I am not suffering. I am no more or less normal than anyone else. It’s just that I start from a different position on the field. Some people with OCD do suffer, because it can be a crippling condition. It’s the luck of the draw, the same as anything else. We learn to work around it. We learn to cope.


    I will be coping for my entire life.


    Because I am very functional, I do occasionally have to deal with people assuming that I’m exaggerating. I don’t compulsively vacuum my floor or clean my kitchen, I’m definitely not a germophobe, and if I re-type books completely between drafts, well, that’s just a quirk. But obsession and compulsion both take many forms, and while I have found peace with mine, and consider them a vital part of who I am, that doesn’t mean they don’t exist. (Why I would joke about having something that is considered a mental illness, I don’t know.)


    The dominant idea of OCD is still Adrian Monk or Hannelore, or Emma from Glee. I’ve been in tears over her many times since the show began, because it breaks my heart a little when I see her struggling to control something she never asked for, never did anything to earn, and has to deal with all the same. Most people with OCD aren’t these stereotypes. They’re your friend who always has hand sanitizer, or your cousin who never leaves the house until seven minutes after the hour. They’re the guy you went to college with who has a collection of lawn gnomes in his bathroom, and buys a new one every six months. They’re your favorite football player. They’re that composer you like.


    They’re me.


    Remember that just because someone is a functional, relatively normal-seeming human being, that doesn’t mean they’re wired the same way that you are. I have to remind myself that not everybody wants their day broken down into fifteen-minute increments, because for me, that is the norm. The human mind is an amazing thing, full of possibilities, and each of us expresses them differently. I am a cybernetic space princess from Mars, and that’s not a choice I made; that’s the way I was made. I can get an address on Earth, but Mars will always be my home.


    I made a comment on Twitter not long ago that I was an “odd duck,” because I wanted to dance to a Ludo song at my wedding (no, one isn’t planned, I just like to think ahead). A friend of mine replied, “You’re not an odd duck, you’re a normal platypus.” I think I’m going to roll with that. So the next time someone wants to be early, or can’t leave the house without checking that the toaster is unplugged, or does something else you can’t understand but that doesn’t actually hurt you, please try to remember that it’s a big ecosystem. We have room for ducks and platypi.


    Everybody loves a semi-aquatic egg-laying mammal of action, right?


    [image: ]

  


  
    The InCryptid books are generational stories about a family of cryptozoologists—the Prices, who have chosen their lifestyle knowing its eventual costs. Because I already had one urban fantasy series written in the first person perspective, I decided to write the InCryptid series from a third-person POV. It didn’t work out the way I wanted it to, and I wound up going back and revising to change the perspective. Still, this is a fun look at what might have been, and I hope that you’ll enjoy it.

  


  Third-person draft chapter from


  
InCryptid


  Seanan McGuire


  
    “True love always shoots to kill.” —Alice Healy


    One


    The sound of distant cheering filtered through the wall of Verity’s bedroom and into her consciousness, disrupting a really pleasant dream about dancing the samba with David Bowie, circa Labyrinth. Groaning, she rolled over in bed and pulled her pillow over her head, weighing it in place with her arms. The cheering rose in intensity. Verity groaned again, doing her best to burrow into the mattress. Just ten more minutes. That was all she was asking for. Just ten more minutes, and maybe the chance to dance the samba with David Bowie in his Jareth pants—


    The cheers rose to a fever pitch. Pulling her head from beneath the pillow, Verity shouted, “If you make me come out there, you’re gonna be—”


    Something hit the floor and smashed. Verity groaned, letting her head fall back down. “It’ll be fine, Very,” she muttered, in mocking imitation of her mother’s perky Ohio accent. “It’s just a splinter colony. You’ll barely even know they’re in the apartment. Besides, you know they love you. How are they going to feel if you just abandon them?” Dropping back to her natural way of speaking, she said, “Probably better than I feel about them breaking all my dishes.”


    Another smash. Another cheer. Muttering under her breath the whole time, Verity slid out of the bed. A glance at the alarm clock confirmed that it wasn’t even seven o’clock yet; she’d been in bed for less than six hours, and there was no point in trying to go back to sleep. She had to be to work at nine.


    “Somebody is dying for this,” she said darkly, and opened the bedroom door.


    Finding a decent apartment in Greenwich Village on a ballroom dancer- slash-nightclub waitress’s salary had seemed impossible until Verity’s mother pulled some strings and found a local Sasquatch who was planning to go on a year’s vacation with some Canadian cousins. The Sasquatch had been open to the idea of a sublet as long as Verity promised to get the bathroom plumbing fixed and didn’t touch her collection of Precious Moments figurines.


    The plumbing had been easy. Protecting the breakables had required boxing them up and putting them in the very back of the bedroom closet, where hopefully threats, bribery, and begging would be enough to keep grabby little paws at bay.


    You could’ve said no, she told herself sternly, and stepped into the kitchen. Another great cheer went up at her arrival.


    “HAIL THE COMING OF THE RUNNING PRIESTESS!”


    For what felt like the tenth time since the cheering started, Verity groaned.


    A stranger stepping into the apartment’s tiny, almost claustrophobic kitchen would probably have stepped right back out again, quite possibly screaming as loudly as they could at the same time. Mice covered the counters on both sides of the room. Technically mice, anyway; mice didn’t normally wear tattered tribal clothing made from scraps of fur and fabric, or wave weapons jubilantly over their heads when people come into the room.


    “Didn’t we talk about this?” Verity demanded.


    “HAIL!”


    “That isn’t an answer.” The kitchen floor was covered in broken glass and gummy bears. Verity planted her hands on her hips. “Was there a particular motive for shoving the gummy bears off the counter? Did they tell you that they were suicidal? On second thought,” she raised a hand, palm out, “don’t answer that. If the candy is talking to you, I don’t want to know.”


    “The container blocked the Sacred Route of Celebration!” announced one of the junior priests, a small black male with bright blue streaks dyed in the fur on his head. One of the modernists, then, the ones who believed they needed to update the teachings to suit the new generation. Sadly, that often meant breaking things. “It required adjustment!”


    “Adjustment isn’t supposed to wake me up.” Verity eyed the refrigerator with longing. A sea of glass separated them, and she wasn’t entirely sure where she’d left her shoes. Probably under the bed again . . . “And I thought there weren’t any celebrations today.”


    “No annual celebrations, Priestess,” said a tawny-furred female in full regalia. She at least had the good grace to sound apologetic. “Today’s celebration is held every eight years, to mark the union of the Noisy Priestess to the God of Things That It Is Almost Certainly Better Not to Be Aware Of.”


    “Oh, crap,” said Verity with some feeling as she slumped against the kitchen doorframe. “You’re celebrating Gramma and Grampa getting together, aren’t you?”


    “HAIL!” confirmed the mice.


    “Great.”


    Back home in Portland there was a master calendar detailing the religious observances of the Aeslin mice. Every feast, festival, celebration, and day of mourning, all carefully documented and annotated. When Verity had been younger, she really hadn’t understood why Mom bothered. Living with her own colony was making her understand that it hadn’t been anal-retentiveness that fueled the list: it was pure self-preservation. The mice could make anything into a religious observance, and once they had, they hung onto it forever. Literally forever. Their individual life spans were short, but the memory of the colony was very, very long.


    “How long does this particular celebration last?” she asked, already fearing the answer.


    “Only the length of time between the leaving of the family home and the arrival at the graveyard, Priestess,” said the mouse, with anxious solemnity.


    That could mean anything between ‘an hour’ and ‘three days.’ Anything longer than three days was usually a festival rather than a celebration, but that wasn’t a hard and fast rule. Verity straightened up. “All right. Here’s what we’re going to do.” The Aeslin watched with their customary attentiveness, a tiny congregation of furry bodies hanging on her every word. “I am going to go and take a shower.”


    “Hail the shower!”


    “When I get back, you’re going to have all this glass cleaned off the floor, because if I don’t get something to eat before I head for work, I’m going to look into buying a cat. And not,” she held up her hand, “because I want to provide meat for the next feast. Understand?”


    “Yes, Priestess,” said the tawny mouse meekly. Half a dozen of the Aeslin around her echoed the words. Verity nodded, satisfied. Nothing she did could stop the celebration—nothing short of nuclear war really stood a chance at stopping one of the Aeslin religious observances once it got underway—but they understood the need to placate their Priestesses. The kitchen floor would be clean by the time she got back.


    Life as the chosen religious figure of a colony of cryptid mice just kept coming up with new ways to turn unexpectedly interesting.


    The glass and gummy bears were gone when Verity emerged from the shower. The mice had vanished along with their mess, hopefully taking the next stage of their religious holiday into the hall closet where it belonged. What was the point of converting a Barbie Dream House for their use if they weren’t going to bother using it? It was taking up the bulk of the closet, forcing Verity to hang her coats and half her stage costumes on a rack in the apartment’s tiny front room, and she wouldn’t have resented the inconvenience at all if it had done what it was supposed to be doing, and kept the mice contained.


    Muffled cheering came from inside the closet. Verity let out a slow breath, heading into the kitchen. The colony was occupied, at least for the moment; time to worry about breakfast.


    Opening the fridge, she squinted at its lack of contents. The shelves reserved for her personal use contained a half-empty bottle of store-brand cola, two containers of takeout Chinese that she was pretty sure were from the last week, a package of tortillas, and a stick of butter she was reasonably sure had been there when she moved in. In glaring contrast, the shelf that belonged to the mice was loaded with imported cheese, jars of exotic jam, and—most tempting of all—half a chocolate fudge cake from the bakery down the block. Flourless chocolate fudge cake with bittersweet fudge icing.


    Verity stared at the cake with naked longing before muttering a curse, grabbing the tortillas, Chinese food, and butter, and slamming the refrigerator door. The mice had a sixth sense when it came to cake. If she so much as touched the plate they’d swarm, religious observances temporarily superseded by the desire to demand baked goods. It wasn’t worth it. Not this soon after getting out of bed.


    Buttering the tortillas and filling them with slightly-aged sesame noodles and sweet-and-sour chicken produced a passable, if bizarre, form of fajita. I will eat something healthy for lunch, Verity silently pledged, knowing full well that by the time her ‘lunch break’ rolled around—sometime after midnight and before two, depending on how busy they were—she’d cheerfully settle for a platter of potato skins and some hot wings.


    “It’s the thought that counts,” she muttered, shrugging into her coat and dropping the paper-wrapped second half of her makeshift meal into the pocket. If it was the thought that counted, maybe it was time to think about buying groceries.


    Food had been easier at home, possibly because Mom and Grandma did all the shopping and the bulk of the cooking. Living with the parents came with a lot of bonuses that never really became visible until after she’d moved out. The cheering from the closet rose in volume again, and Verity winced. Bonuses like the mice having their own sound-proofed attic.


    “I’m leaving for work now,” she called, as she unlatched and opened the kitchen window. A week of careful oiling and counter-weighting had made it so the window was incapable of standing open on its own, and would slam closed just as soon as she let it go. “Try not to break anything else today, okay?”


    Distant cheering was the only answer.


    Verity sighed, choosing discretion as the better part of valor, and hoisted herself onto the windowsill, careful to keep a firm grip on the edge of the window itself. The courtyard three stories down was unlit, but she knew from daytime studies that it was narrow and cluttered with a wide variety of convenient ways for her to injure herself, ranging from trash cans to the ever-popular ‘rusty wrought-iron fence.’ In the dark, she couldn’t even see the building on the other side of the courtyard. The ambient glow of the city lights illuminated the sky, but none of it seemed willing to penetrate the space between the buildings.


    Sliding her legs out the window one at a time, Verity pushed off against the windowsill, and fell into the dark.


    Memorizing the layout of the courtyard had been the work of a single afternoon, although keeping the dimensions straight in her head had required Verity bouncing off the fire escape twice and coming within a single missed hand-grip of breaking one or more major bones. The neighborhood had taken slightly longer; for at least two weeks after she moved in, Verity found herself stopping in her runs to remove the blindfold that was supposed to aid her memorization.


    “Remember, Very,” echoed the voice of her father in the back of her mind, “if your opponent has night-vision and you’ve never bothered to learn the local landmarks by anything but sight, you’re going to be in a little bit of a pickle when you have to avoid getting disemboweled.”


    Truer words had probably been spoken, but in the Price household, they would have needed to have something to do with severe bodily harm, so they really didn’t count. Verity’s fall lasted no more than four feet before she grabbed the side of the fire escape, using her momentum to fling herself first onto the ledge at the corner of the building, and then, with one concussive jump, all the way across the courtyard. And then she was off and running, leaving mouse holy rituals and crappy sublets behind her as she started towards work. She could just make it, if she managed to avoid any rooftop traffic jams.


    None of Verity’s teachers in elementary or high school had found anything strange about her tendency to run home after school for ‘lessons.’ After all, most kids had ‘lessons’ of one sort or another, although most kids were also a lot more forthcoming about exactly what they were learning. It was just as well that she’d never been required to explain. The early classes would have seemed normal enough—tumbling, acrobatics, ballet—but those quickly gave way to things more suited to Verity’s specific skills. Ballroom dancing. Krav maga. And, starting when she was twelve, free running. There was no better way to study an urban cryptid population than by meeting them on their own level, and half the time, that level was straight up.


    Not that free running was easy to explain. ‘Hello, my name is Verity Price, and I like to take the overland route whenever possible,’ not exactly the sort of thing you can put in a personal ad. Even her landlady had been confused. “What do you think you are, some kind of superhero?” she’d asked, when Verity attempted to explain the importance of solidly-constructed fire escapes and a variety of ways to reach the roof. The simplest answer would probably have been ‘yes.’ At least ‘yes’ didn’t require a history lesson or a copy of the family tree.


    Still, she would have expected a Yeti to understand the need to know how many escape routes she had available.


    Darkness wasn’t an issue on the rooftops. Light poured up from the streets below and out of the windows of a hundred high rise buildings, turning the night twilight-clear and easy to navigate. Verity focused on covering ground rather than lingering to explore the changes the day had brought to the upper layers of the city. Dave was a real stickler about punctuality, and ‘I got distracted while I was free running’ would just bring on another lecture about the occasional need to take a cab.


    Verity hated New York cabs almost as much as she hated New York cabbies. No self-respecting cryptid would drive one, putting them comfortably outside of her field of study. She was in New York to document and assist the urban cryptid community of the city, and that meant she could safely avoid anything that didn’t impact her mission. Like cabs, and street corner hot dog stands, and Times Square. Times Square probably counted as proof that tourists were a separate species entirely. Verity was never going to put that theory forward at a family meeting, thank you very much. Tourism was too much of an urban activity for her to risk getting assigned to study them.


    Tourists and insane cab drivers aside, New York was a wonderful city for free running. She’d spent two months in Los Angeles while Dance or Die was being filmed, and that had been a wonderful change from the roofs and public structures of Portland, but New York! New York had been built for free runners. And, as it turned out, for cryptids, which was enough to justify Verity’s decision to spend her journeyman year on the opposite side of the country from the rest of the family.


    Any major urban center was guaranteed to have a decently-sized population of non-sentient cryptids. Just like normal animals, they were drawn to the easy pickings generated by large numbers of people living in close proximity. That thing that kept knocking over the garbage can every night? There was a good chance it wasn’t a raccoon. But New York also had one of the highest populations of intelligent cryptids on record, and nobody had really made an attempt to get in touch with the community in years. Not since the last time the Order of St. George came through slashing and burning.


    It was time to take another shot at getting to know the locals—and not always metaphorically.


    The door on the roof of Dave’s Fish and Strips was unlocked. Good; that meant that Dave hadn’t forgotten about Verity swapping shifts with Kitty for the rest of the week. As far as she knew, Verity was the only member of the staff who currently insisted on using the rooftop entrance. If he’d been expecting Kitty, he would have made sure the day shift left the door in the cellar unlocked.


    Well, Kitty wasn’t going to be waiting any tables for a few days at least. She’d gone off to be stage candy with her boyfriend’s band, a Rob Zombie knock-off with an uninspiring ‘creatures of the night’ theme. Just about the only thing it had going for it was the fact that all the ‘creatures of the night’ in question were genuine, but since they couldn’t admit that part, they were going to need to make their fortune on talent alone.


    Verity fully expected Kitty to be back on the nine-to-three shift before the end of the month. And even if she wasn’t, Very had made it quite clear that she wasn’t interested in a permanent swap. No thanks, no way, no how. Let Dave find a naturally nocturnal waitress; Verity’s nights were booked.


    A few of the other girls were in the dressing room making vague adjustments to their uniforms before going back into the club. Staff only; the ‘talent’ had their own place to change, one that Verity would have been willing to bet didn’t smell like stale nachos and beer. Or maybe not; everything at Dave’s tended to take on that dry, greasy smell after it had been there for a while.


    “Evening, Carol, Marcy,” Verity said, nodding as she opened her locker. “How’s the crowd tonight?”


    “Insane,” Carol responded, not looking away from the mirror. She was trying industriously to fit her wig into place. Her hair wasn’t helping, hissing and snapping at her fingers as she shoved the individual tiny serpents under the weave. People offered to help her during her first few weeks, but stopped when it became glaringly apparent that getting too close to her head before the wig was on meant a very good chance of getting bit.


    And those snakes were poisonous.


    “Good insane, bad insane, run screaming from the building because this absolutely isn’t worth it insane?” Verity pulled her T-shirt off over her head, tossing it into her locker.


    “Somebody put our name on another tourist website and we’re getting swarmed by sweaty businessmen who think it’s okay to play grab-ass with anything in a short skirt,” Marcy said. She snapped the top of one knee-high white sock, snapping her gum at the same time for punctuation. “Candice went home sick. Said it wasn’t worth the tips.”


    Despite Candice’s uncharacteristic departure—Candy was descended from a long line of dragon princesses, and she pursued money the way a buddy movie cop pursues donuts—Marcy looked almost entirely unconcerned. Verity blamed it on the fact that Marcy had the emotional and physical sensitivity of a rock. Quite literally; the best research on Oreads had concluded that they had durability and resilience of quartz, should quartz decide to turn into an attractive young woman and go out for a stroll. No amount of grab-ass was likely to cause her more than brief annoyance.


    “Who gets Candy’s tables?” asked Verity, trying to ignore the sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach.


    “You do.”


    Sinking sensation, officially impossible to ignore. “Great,” she sighed, reaching for the pile of clothes on the top shelf of her locker. “Just what I always wanted. Extra tables.”


    “With extra grab-ass on the side,” Marcy chirped.


    “I wish you’d stop saying that.”


    “And I wish I had a pony.” Marcy gave her socks one last adjustment and flounced out of the changing room, leaving Carol and Verity alone.


    Carol shot Verity a sympathetic look in the mirror. “Aren’t you glad you’re working overnights for Kitty?”


    “Ecstatic,” said Verity, and unbuckled her pants.


    Every profession since the dawn of time has had its own uniform, its own special set of signals used to broadcast the identity of its practitioners to anyone who meets them. Unfortunately, the uniform of the cryptozoologist was ‘whatever helps you blend in with the locals.’ Which led to Dave’s Fish and Strips, the only gentleman’s club in New York City to be staffed almost exclusively by cryptids. It wasn’t that Dave practiced discriminatory hiring. It was just that most human women were seized with the uncontrollable urge to scream and run away after spending more than ten minutes in a room with him. Verity had the utmost respect for the other human members of the staff, none of whom had been given the benefit of her early training in human/cryptid interactions, yet all of whom seemed to be doing just fine. For values of ‘all’ that meant ‘the three of them,’ anyway.


    The strippers had no official uniform, since they’d just wind up taking it off, and the bartenders were allowed to wear jeans and T-shirts with the bar’s logo. The waitresses weren’t so lucky. Dave seemed to be under the deeply mistaken and deeply regrettable impression that pleated plaid micro-skirts, knee-high white socks, black heels, and white belly shirts with the club’s logo on the front all combined to project an aura of ‘class.’ Or maybe he was going for an aura of ‘ass,’ since that was what the uniforms actually managed to project.


    As she did every time she got dressed for work, Verity closed her locker, stepped into her heels, and walked over to stand in front of the mirror, staring at her reflection. Carol stepped to one side, giving her room while continuing the epic battle of gorgon vs. snakes.


    “I look like a hooker,” proclaimed Verity, finally.


    “No, you don’t, honey,” said Carol. “Hookers get better tips.”


    With a final belabored groan, Verity grabbed an apron from the pile—more like a belt, really, but it gave her a place to store tips and her order pad—and tied it around her waist before turning to head for the door.


    Time to start her shift.
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    The Nature of Masks

  


  
    My first short story sale was about a man with OCD who had been masking it from his wife. It’s about the moment when he is forced to admit what is happening. Proud of having actually sold something, I gave a copy of the magazine to a dear friend of mine.


    She read it, called me, and said, “My God. This is my husband.”


    Their marriage had been on the rocks, because of inexplicable things he did and she recognized him in my story. He denied it. But after a lot of conversation, he eventually went to see a doctor, and was diagnosed.


    They were able to set up a treatment plan and ten years later, they are still happily married.


    My story was the wakeup call, and it worked not because of my prose, but because his wife didn’t know the symptoms of OCD. My story gave her a form to recognize them in.


    The interesting about mental illnesses is that there is so much stigma about having them that people avoid talking about it. They mask it. Someone who seems cheery, well-organized, and sociable might have depression and you’d never know.


    I have a lot of friends who fit that bill. They suffer from depression, or anxiety, and do such a good job of masking that you wouldn’t know if they didn’t tell you.


    So it takes something like my story, or an anthology like this to make people take stock. I’ve listened to my friends talk about their symptoms of depression with an unsettling sense of recognition. I know what my masking techniques are.


    So this anthology? Rob’s very honest description of his symptoms? That’s my wake-up call.


    Yesterday, I went to the doctor. We talked. I stopped masking.


    I have clinical depression. I feel a mix of relief and terror at having that be a concrete thing. But we have a treatment plan, and all I had before was a mask.


    So let me ask you . . . are you wearing a mask?
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    This scene from Valour and Vanity was meant to show Vincent struggling with depression, but readers consistently thought it was “whiney” and that he needed to “man up,” so I ultimately cut it from the final version of the book.

  


  Deleted scene from


  
Valour and Vanity


  Mary Robinette Kowal


  
    Jane walked up the stairs to the lodgings, with her small shopping basket over her arm. She had the loaf of bread from the convent as well as some squash that she had picked up from the grocer on the way home. Sister Aquinta had shown her the trick of putting them below the fire to roast and they had proven an economical and tasty addition to their meals. With some diced onion and a little melted butter, they would have a tolerable dinner that evening.


    She hoped that Vincent had some success today though after three weeks of searching, his confidence was flagging. After calling on all of the families with means, few though those were, Vincent had visited the Murano merchants, working his way through the shops methodically, in hopes that one of them would be interested in having a glamourist enhance their stores. From there, he had begun pursuing other occupations.


    As she reached the door, Jane could hear Vincent’s ragged breath through the door as though he were working a particularly strenuous piece of glamour. Jane turned the knob.


    Their chair scraped back on the floor. She pushed open the door to their room as Vincent walked away from the chair to the window. Dipping his hands into the water basin on the ledge, he bent and splashed water on his face. “Good evening, Muse. How was your day?” His voice did not sound quite right.


    “Satisfactory, thank you.” She set the basket on the table, watching him more than her purchases. “I made good progress with the elder students in understanding tordre le fil so Sister Maria Agnes decided to treat them with a tour of the scriptorium. The manuscript they are illuminating is a beautiful project. I wish you could see it.”


    He picked up the rough towel that she had acquired and wiped his face with it. “Perhaps someday.”


    “Did you have a chance to go by the police station?” He had made it part of his daily rounds to stop by the station house to report that they had not left Murano and to see if they had received any mail.


    He nodded, folding the towel carefully before hanging it back on the basin. “Nothing has arrived.”


    “Well . . . it has only been three weeks, so I suppose that is not surprising.”


    “I had hoped to hear from Bryon, but—well.” Vincent’s eyes were rimmed with red and his hair even more disordered than usual. The lines of his face were drawn down.


    “Are you all right?”


    “Yes, thank you.” He crossed back to her and lifted a squash out of the basket. “Shall I help?”


    His spirits had been low since this ordeal had begun but this evening they seemed markedly worse. She thought back to the sounds she had heard upon climbing the stairs. There was no sign of a glamour, nor did Vincent seem to evidence any other sign of significant effort. But his breath . . . it was still not entirely steady. Concerned, Jane bent her attention to unpacking the basket. The tablecloth where Vincent had sat was rumpled and—yes, she was quite certain—damp just where a man’s head might have rested upon it.


    He had been weeping.


    Jane caught his hand as he reached for the second squash. “Vincent. What is the matter?”


    “Nothing. Or, nothing new.” His fingers tightened on the hard shell of the squash but his tone was light, painfully so. “Today I attempted to acquire a job hauling bricks for a mason. I was declined. My hands, you see? He thought that they were the hands of a gentleman and that I was unsuited for ‘real work.’”


    “I wish you would not distress yourself. Our present circumstances are a temporary hardship only. While it is not to my liking, with our room paid for, the wages that I am receiving are enough to keep us until we hear from my parents.”


    “Telling me that your parents will pay for my mistake is not the reassurance that you might think it is.”


    “Or the Prince Regent or—”


    “But we will still be in debt.”


    Jane hesitated, uncertain how to comfort him. The size of their debt confounded her as well, but she was equally certain that this was but a passing hardship. Unpleasant, yes, but not permanent and not threatening. “My time teaching takes up little of my day, I could seek additional employm—”


    “No! That is not my—!” He broke off and swallowed. His voice, when he continued, was low and steady. “That is not my point. I should be contributing, not asking my wife to support me further.”


    “It is something that I am doing with happiness. Remember? For richer for poorer. I did make a vow.”


    “As did I.”


    “You speak as though you were idle of your own volition. Or as though this were a permanent state. Yes—we will have to borrow money to clear our affairs here but once back in England you will be able to return to working in glamour as you ought.” Jane gently took the squash from him “You are the Prince Rengent’s Glamourist and should not be spending your time hauling bricks.”


    “All work is noble.”


    “Yes . . . But I sometimes wonder if you are seeking jobs like this to salve your pride.”


    He gave a muffled laugh. “Pride? Every time someone declines me, all I can think is that this is what my father predicted for me when I announced that I was going to leave the family to become a glamourist. Penury and a garret somewhere.”


    “And did he also predict your successes? You know that I am correct that this shall pass.”


    “Yes . . . I know.”


    “May I make a suggestion?”


    “By all means.”


    “Since the debt troubles you, perhaps we can speak to Signor Querini about having you assist at the glass factory in exchange for some reduction in what we owe him.”


    “That is worth a try, though I cannot imagine he would trust me. I do not trust him.”


    “Nor do I, truly. It might be possible that Signor Porto, as well, would be interested in having you provide glamour for his tailoring business in consideration.” She paused, realizing that she should also make the same offer to the seamstress who made her wardrobe. “But as much as anything, I think having some occupation will help your outlook.”


    “You are likely right.” He nodded, straightening his shoulders. “And truly, I should have spoken with Querini to see if he would say anything of Sanuto’s whereabouts without the magistrate in tow. Yes. Yes, I will do that tomorrow.”


    “Good.” She picked up the squash and walked to their tiny fireplace. “May I accompany you? I am curious about Querini’s response to our query.”


    “If you would like. Truly . . . I do not think we shall find Sanuto.”


    “And yet you continue to look for him. Am I right that half of your day is spent trying to find a hint of where he has gone?” Crouching, she tucked the squash into the warm ashes at the edges of the fire.


    “You are not wrong.”


    “What reason would he have for remaining on Murano?”


    Vincent sighed. “I must do something.”


    “I know.” It was easier for her because she had some useful occupation during the day. If she could distract him from this dark turn his thoughts had taken, even for a moment, it would do him good. Dusting her hands off, Jane stood. It would take the squash a good hour to be ready. “May I suggest that we find a way a different way in which to occupy ourselves before dinner?” She sat on the bed, not even attempting to be subtle about her preferences.


    Vincent picked up the water pitcher. “I shall go the well and be back shortly.”


    “We are not in want of water.”


    He paused by the door. “No . . . But I need to clear my head of its thoughts. I will not be long.”


    Then the door had shut behind him, before Jane could ask if he wanted company on his walk. She stared at the rough wood door, wishing there was something she could do for her husband.
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  Jessica Day George
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    Jessica Day George is the New York Times bestselling author of nine books for middle grade and young adult readers. She has a degree in Humanities/Comparative Literature and Scandinavian Studies from Brigham Young University, which means that she’s qualified to read and write fairy tales, and pretty much nothing else. Originally from Idaho, where she once worked in a wedding invitation factory, she now resides in Utah with her husband and three children.

  


  
    I was in my mid-twenties when I realized that I had depression. It was strange, finding out that there were people who didn’t dread getting out of bed in the morning. It was strange to find out that it wasn’t normal to get upset if you had to leave the house on a day when you hadn’t prepared in advance to do so. What would it be like, I wondered, to be able to just put your shoes on and go shopping on a whim, without feeling like you were going to throw up or the police were going to arrest you for changing your schedule? What would it be like to not have “episodes” where you just couldn’t talk to people, or get dressed, or feel happy about life? It was strange, but also kind of a relief, to find out this wasn’t normal, to put a name to it.


    Depression.


    Labeling things is always nice.


    And then I just . . . dealt with it. Because I’d been dealing with it for so long. Every day of high school was a battle for me, but I survived, and it was fine, right? So I knew, and my husband knew, that sometimes I didn’t feel well, and we’d work around those times. There were days and weeks when I was full of energy and I cooked and cleaned and wrote books and knit afghans for friends’ babies and took cake decorating classes. And then there were days when I slumped on the couch and watched Buffy reruns while my husband cooked and cleaned and picked up the general slack, and it was all fine.


    Until we had the baby.


    We’d put off having kids for several years because I had some physical health concerns, so when we actually had our first baby we were intently focused on my physical well-being, and postpartum depression was not on our radar. But there were complications during the birth, and the baby didn’t come home from the hospital for ten days. When he did come home, it was with oxygen tanks and monitors and a rigid three-hour care rotation. While we worried and fussed over getting baby to breathe normally, we failed to notice that I was struggling.


    After a few weeks, with the oxygen tanks gone and all well with baby, I started to realize that I felt . . . nothing. I was relieved that my child was healthy and strong, but that was about it. It was flu season and we weren’t supposed to take him out in public, but instead of feeling trapped at home, or enjoying an excuse to stay in my pajamas and watch TV, I felt . . . nothing. I have almost no memories of the first two months of my oldest child’s life. I went through the motions of my day, and did it pretty convincingly, I guess. But then I took him to his two-month checkup, and our family doctor, who had treated me for eight years, kept asking me how I was doing. I kept saying, “He’s doing really well, right?” And the doctor would say, “He’s fine, how are you?” and I would shrug.


    The next day, at about 4 p.m., I nursed the baby, changed his diaper, and laid him on my bed with some pillows around him to cradle him. Then I got my shoes and my purse, and decided to walk across the street to my neighbor’s house and ask her to look in on the baby until my husband got home in an hour.


    I had to go, you see.


    I had decided that I couldn’t be in that house with a baby one more minute. I wasn’t thinking of hurting the baby, or myself, but simply had to leave. I planned to drive to the Oregon coast, one of my favorite places in the world, and get a little apartment there. The idea of being alone in the car for hours, driving through the night even, sounded wonderful to me. The thought of sitting in a tiny apartment, alone, and reading stacks of books, alone, also appealed to me in a way that nothing had appealed to me in two months. I would come back eventually, I thought. Maybe in two or three years. Everyone would be better off that way, and I’d keep in touch over the phone with my husband and family. This all seemed totally rational to me, the perfect solution. I couldn’t be here anymore, so I would go.


    The phone rang just as I was walking out the door, and I looked over and saw that it was my mom, so I answered almost cheerfully. She asked me what I was doing, because she was passing through town and would be at my house in twenty minutes or so. I started to explain my grand plan to her, and then I realized what I was saying. I told her that I was trying to leave, that I wanted to leave and never come back, and I didn’t know what to do. After making sure the baby was all right, she told me to sit down on the couch and not move until she got there.


    I’ve never asked how fast she drove, but she was there in no more than ten minutes, and when my mother walked into my house, I started scream-crying, because I had just realized that I was trying to abandon my baby and my husband and that it had seemed like a really good idea. She took care of the baby while I called my husband and then my doctor’s office. My doctor had left for the day, but his nurse hadn’t, and when she came on the line she immediately said, “Are you okay?” I shakily told her that I had just had some sort of psychotic episode, and thought I had postpartum depression. She was still in the office because the doctor had asked her to call and check on me at the end of the day, since I had been “off” the day before and he was worried.


    My mom stayed with us for several days. My doctor saw me the next morning (the nurse’s instruction was to come in as soon as I felt like getting dressed, which later made me laugh), and put me on Prozac, which was the most miraculous thing that’s ever happened to me. Weeks later I told him, “I had no idea that it was possible to get out of bed in the morning without that knot of dread in your stomach!” His reply: “Why on earth didn’t you tell me this before?”


    Well, because I could deal with it before. It didn’t matter if spent my days off in my pajamas doing a jigsaw puzzle in semi-darkness because the world was too bright and sharp and loud, because it was just me. (And yes, my long-suffering husband.) But postpartum depression is horrifying, because you have a tiny person with you who can’t eat or sleep or roll over without your help, and if you’re having a day where just brushing your teeth seems too hard, you and the baby are in trouble. I am grateful every day that my mom caught me leaving. That my doctor was waiting for that call. That my husband just took this all in stride. That I was on meds less than twenty-four hours after breaking down.


    This saved my life.


    And you want to know the really interesting part? Several family members who found out called me, and in near-whispers confessed that they were on anti-depressants, too. They kept assuring me that it’s not a big deal, lots of people take them and that’s okay, but the hushed way they said it was more than a little unconvincing. My doctor had told me, There are people who still think there’s some stigma attached to depression, so it’s up to you who you tell. You don’t have to be some proud advocate for moms with postpartum depression, but if you want to tell the world, you go ahead.


    So I did.


    And I still do tell anyone who will listen about my experience, so that if it happens to them, or to their family or friends, they will know that help is needed, and that it can get better.
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    Princess of Glass, the second book of my Princesses of Westfalin series, was published in 2010 and is the story of Poppy, the middle sister of the Twelve Dancing Princesses. It takes place three years after the events of Princess of the Midnight Ball, in which the twelve princesses defeat the King Under Stone with the help of a common soldier named Galen, who is rewarded for his service with the hand of Princess Rose. In Princess of Glass, Poppy is sent away to Breton to live with her aunt and uncle, Lady Margaret and Lord Richard, and acquire some social polish.


    Poppy is the most outspoken of the princesses, and after three years under the influence of her brother-in-law Galen she has adding shooting, swearing, and gambling to her less-than-ladylike behavior. In Breton she finds herself surrounded by charming new friends like her cousin Marianne, Marianne’s beau Dickon, Dickon’s enigmatic brother Roger Thwaite, and a dashing young prince named Christian. She also finds herself annoyed by her gloomy maid, Ella, who is the daughter of an earl fallen on hard times. Ella makes a deal with a strange woman known as the Corley, who claims to be her godmother, and in return, the Corley gives her beautiful gowns and slippers of pure glass for her feet, so that Ella may attend the balls honoring Prince Christian. But when Ella stays out past midnight, she finds her feet turning to glass, which slowly creeps up her legs. The Corley wants a young girl to keep as a daughter in her glass prison, and she doesn’t care if it’s Ella or Poppy . . .


    In the original draft of Princess of Glass, Poppy played cards several times for money (and won) at parties, and later played for their lives against the Corley. At the very last minute, literally forty-eight hours before the book needed to go to press, my editor and I decided that maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to depict poker-playing in a glamorous light. References to Poppy’s card-playing stayed in, but actual scenes of her taking money from people went out, along with the grand finale, which was changed to a battle of wits and more conventional weapons.


    But I’ve always loved the scene where Poppy plays poker for her life, and so I’m very pleased to be able to share it with you!

  


  
Playing Cards with the Corley


  Jessica Day George


  
    Poppy had a little smile on her face as she won hand after hand. Christian didn’t think it polite that she looked so smug, but when he teased her about it just made her smile all the wider. Even more infuriating: she kept her knitting in her lap and worked on it in between plays. While the rest of the table watched each other anxiously, trying to keep track of the cards, Princess Poppy of Westfalin simply smiled and counted stitches.


    After losing another round to the princess, Dickon Thwaite got up from their table with a groan and went to fetch lemonade for himself and Lady Marianne. Christian leaned in close to Poppy and whispered, “I think that Dickon might be forced to drastic action if you don’t at least look like it’s difficult to win.”


    But Poppy only laughed and Christian went to get her something to drink as well. Marianne’s father, Lord Richard Seadown, was standing at the refreshment table, talking to Lord Thwaite. The two older men smiled archly when Christian drew near.


    “Fleecing the lot of you, is she?” Lord Richard shook his head. “You and young Dickon should admit defeat and change to another table.”


    “Aren’t you worried about your daughter?” Christian asked. Marianne was losing just as much.


    “A trifle,” Seadown said, his smile fading as his gaze went over the prince’s shoulder to the young lady in question. “But she doesn’t seem to get too deeply into the game. It’s mostly in fun, trying to keep up with Poppy.”


    “Hopefully the urge to gamble deep hasn’t been passed on, what?” Lord Thwaite elbowed his friend in the ribs, nearly causing Lord Richard to spill his drink.


    “Quite,” the other man said coldly.


    “I had heard that you no longer play, sir,” Christian said politely, his curiosity getting the better of him. “But that you used to be quite good.”


    “Seadown was unbeatable. Unbeatable!” Lord Thwaite’s voice was rich with awe. “Groans from every table when he entered the gaming room. What was it: five years without ever losing a game? And then poof!”


    Christian’s eyebrows rose. “Poof?”


    “Just walked away from it all, didn’t you, Seadown? Canny, very canny, old man!” Thwaite elbowed his friend again. “Quit while your luck is still on, what?”


    “I quit because I was going down a very dangerous road,” Lord Richard said, his voice soft. “And I regret every hand that I won.” He put his glass down and went to join his wife on the far side of the room, where several of the matrons were gathered about the pianoforte, listening to Lady Thwaite play.


    Roger Thwaite, taller and even more handsome than his younger brother, was listening to the music as well. He had politely declined to play cards. He was a rather serious young man, but Christian found that he liked him all the same.


    “Odd duck, Seadown,” Lord Thwaite said musingly, jerking Christian’s attention from the group around the pianoforte. His host gestured at the card tables. “Believe the young princess is waiting to take more of your money, your Highness.”


    Christian rejoined Poppy with puzzled thoughts running through his head. He had been in the Seadown’s manor several times now, and had admired their fine furnishings and renowned art collection. He knew that they had an opulent country estate as well. They certainly had not been hurt financially by Lord Richard’s gambling. So what was it that cast such a shadow over Seadown?


    “Marianne.” Christian tossed down his cards as Poppy gathered up her winnings from that hand. “Why is it that your father quit gambling?”


    “That’s the real mystery, isn’t it? No one knows,” Marianne said in an ominous tone, and shook her head, her dark curls bouncing.


    She and Poppy wore matching dresses, and both had their hair held back with a knitted silk band. They might have been sisters, but for Poppy’s more defined features. Marianne’s cheeks were rounded, and dimpled when she smiled, whereas Poppy’s cheekbones were high, her chin more pointed.


    “I’m not even sure that Mother knows,” Marianne went on. “One day he just . . . stopped. Came to breakfast all pale and said he would never play cards again. Mother was relieved, because there was always the chance that his luck would run out, but she hadn’t begged him to quit, the way some people claim.”


    Dickon gave Marianne a mischievous look. “Shall I solve this mystery for you, Lady Marianne?”


    “No,” Poppy said sharply.


    Everyone looked at her, but she was not in the least bit abashed. “Sometimes it is better to let a mystery remain so,” she said. “Unless you are prepared to face all the consequences.”


    Roger Thwaite came up behind her chair. “Are you by chance referring to the unpleasantness you yourself suffered a few years back?”


    Christian steeled himself for Poppy’s scathing reply. Or even to defend her, should the question have caught her sufficiently off guard to offend. But Roger Thwaite was so earnest and kind that it seemed even Poppy could not find fault with his curiosity.


    “Yes,” she said simply.


    “My father’s sudden urge to quit gambling is hardly that serious, Poppy,” Marianne laughed.


    “But I believe the princess is correct,” Roger said. “There are some mysteries best left unsolved.” He cleared his throat, and then smiled, changing the subject. “As I do not gamble, Princess Poppy, I don’t suppose you would care to take a turn about the room with me, so that I might get to know you better?”


    “Of course.” Poppy put down her cards and rose to take Roger’s arm.


    “He likes dark-haired girls,” Dickon whispered as his brother walked away with Poppy, and Christian felt a pang of jealousy.


    “It appears to run in the family,” he muttered under his breath, as Dickon moved his chair closer to Marianne’s in order to show her a card trick. “I believe that I might quit cards myself, at least for the evening.”


    Dickon and Marianne hardly noticed him leaving, and the sound of their laughter mingled in his ears with the sound of Poppy’s voice regaling Roger with a humorous story as Christian bid farewell to his host and hostess. Just as the drawing room door closed behind him, he heard Lady Thwaite remarking to Lady Margaret that Poppy and Roger made a very fine couple.


    Christian didn’t even call for his carriage, but walked back to Tuckington Palace in the dark, with the cold of early winter seeping through his evening clothes.


     

    Six weeks later, in the Corley’s palace prison . . .


    “Mistress Bright,” Poppy’s cool voice cut through the madness and the screams as Marianne and Lord Richard demanded to be set free. “Mistress Bright?” Poppy repeated.


    The Corley stopped shouting at her prisoners and looked at the princess. Her grandmotherly face went chalky white, then red. “How do you know that name?”


    “Isn’t that who you are?” Poppy was cool. “Mistress Bright? Wife of Captain Bright? Of the merchant ship The Corley?”


    The old witch cringed at each utterance of the name “Bright.”


    “Be quiet, girl,” she said at last, spitting as she spoke. “I am not Mistress Bright anymore! I am the Corley-Wrecker, and you will show me respect!”


    “Very well, Corley-Wrecker,” Poppy said, her voice as calm as ever. “Would you like to play a game?”


    “A game? What’s this?” The Corley’s rage and anguish subsided, replaced by wariness.


    “I thought perhaps we could play a game, you and I,” Poppy said. “If I win, my friends and I go free. If you win, my friends still go free, but I stay.”


    “What are you doing?” Christian muttered in her ear.


    He tried to pull her to his side, but she moved away, kicking off the broken pieces of her dancing slipper. The brittle glass, peacock blue and gold, tinkled merrily as it scattered across the floor.


    “What game?” The Corley looked more eager now, and sly.


    Poppy smiled brightly. “In Westfalin we call it Soldier’s Draw, but I believe here in Breton it’s known as poker.”


    The Corley’s eyes gleamed. She clapped her hands sharply, scaring a little scream out of Marianne, and gestured to her mute servants. “Bring cards and a table! We are going to play a little game.”


    Poppy smiled and threw her shoulders back, pleased with her solution. A few moments later, however, she thought she would be sick when she saw who she would be playing against. She had challenged the Corley to a game, so she expected to play against the mad old godmother.


    But it took four people to play Soldier’s Draw, and Poppy hadn’t thought about the others.


    After an age, in which Poppy began to seriously consider shooting her way out of the glass prison, a table was brought, and then chairs, cards, and chips made of blue and white and ruby glass. Poppy sat with the Corley on her left, and a mute servant took the chair to her right after a command from the godmother. But when Lord Richard tried to sit across from Poppy, the Corley stopped him.


    “A dear friend is coming to play opposite our princess,” the Corley purred. “I spun out a bridge of fine ruby glass to fetch him, and he should be here any moment now.”


    “Who is it?” Poppy eyed the Corley, praying in her heart that it wasn’t who she was thinking it was.


    It was.


    The door at the far end of the chamber opened, and Prince Blathen, Poppy’s erstwhile partner from the Midnight Balls in the Kingdom Under Stone, came strolling through, adjusting the cobweb-like lace of his cuffs. He smiled at Poppy as walked around the table, and actually tried to lean in and kiss her on the cheek.


    “So sorry to keep you waiting, my love,” he said.


    “Do. Not. Touch. Me.” She gritted her teeth so hard they ached.


    He leered at her. “Soon you will have no choice. When we are wed.”


    Christian leaped forward. “Listen to me, you repulsive—”


    But Poppy held up a hand, and shook her head at him, forcing a smile. She pulled a pistol out of her skirts, loaded it, and laid it on the table. “We’ll see about that.”


    “Now, now,” the Corley clucked. “Must we be so violent?”


    “Yes,” Poppy said bluntly.


    She pulled out a dagger made from silver blessed by a bishop and put it on the table between herself and the Corley. The old witch drew back, looking irritated but not afraid. Poppy hesitated to use it, anyway, since she didn’t know what would happen if the Corley died.


    When her brother-in-law Galen had killed Blathen’s father, the first King Under Stone, his powers had passed to his oldest son, and when he’d been killed they’d gone to the next one, and then the next. Would one of the Corley’s servants take up her powers? Or would the entire hidden realm simply collapse, trapping them? Poppy would need to find an exit before she did something . . . permanent . . . to the Corley.


    If that were even possible.


    For all Poppy knew, the Corley could only be defeated if you cut a lock of her hair, or stole her favorite pair of underdrawers.


    “This is ridiculous,” Lord Richard said, his voice tight. “I want to replace your man, Mistress Bright. It’s not fair—”


    “It’s quite fair,” the Corley said sharply. “The girl wanted to play a game, and I agreed. I even let her choose the game. But let us not forget that you are in my realm! And in my realm I will decide who will play.”


    “May we begin?” Poppy looked up, caught Marianne’s eye, and winked. She only wanted to reassure her cousin, but when Blathen saw his jaw clenched and Poppy gave a delighted smile, knowing that it would infuriate him more.


    “Geoffrey will deal,” the Corley announced. She nodded at the mute servant.


    “I don’t think so,” Poppy said, reaching for the cards.


    “Don’t you trust my people?” The Corley’s grandmotherly voice was hard-edged.


    “I’d be an idiot if I did,” Poppy retorted. “And you said you meant to be fair, did you not? You picked the players, these are your cards, so I will deal.”


    She checked the cards with exaggerated care, but they appeared to be completely normal. She shuffled them once, twice, three times, before she allowed Geoffrey to cut them.


    Poppy toyed with the idea of cheating—she could have dealt dishonestly with the greatest of ease—but chose to take the higher path and play an honest game. So she went around the table five times, tossing cards to each player in turn and then herself. When she was done she laid the rest of the stack neatly in front of her hand and picked up her cards.


    An ace, a three, a seven, an eight, and a queen, and only the queen and the eight were from the same suit. No one’s face changed, but Poppy suspected that their hands were all just as bad. They went around in near silence, discarding and drawing, casting down chips and making tense bids. The bids were all pretense, of course. There was only one outcome, and one prize. Christian and the others huddled behind Poppy, hardly daring to breathe.


    “It isn’t fair, you know,” Poppy said idly as she cast aside one card and took another. She didn’t let her face show anything, but she now had a pair of queens.


    The Corley’s eyes flicked from her cards to Poppy and back to her cards. Of the four gathered at the table, she was the least secure player, although Geoffrey’s glass face was so completely smooth and blank it was impossible to tell if he even understood the game.


    Naturally, Poppy watched each card the Corley discarded with especial care.


    “Three against one?” said a voice from behind Poppy. “Hardly fair, Mistress Bright.”


    Poppy froze, then she spun around, cards clutched to her breast, to face the doorway. Two men stood there: an aged Far Eastern man in quilted robes and a tall young man with short brown hair and a blue wool suit.


    “Galen,” Poppy shrieked. She shoved her cards into her bodice and ran to embrace her oldest brother-in-law.


    “Poppy, what have you done now?” Galen hugged her tightly.


    “We’re just playing a friendly game of cards,” Poppy said, wiping the tears off her cheeks before anyone noticed them.


    “Not so friendly,” observed the ancient man who was with Galen. “Mistress Bright, you are overstepping yourself again.” His tone was of one scolding a child.


    “This is my realm,” the Corley snapped. “You know the rules—your own rules! The girl has challenged me to a game, and you cannot interfere! She made the wager, no one forced her to!”


    “Poppy, what have you done?” Galen’s voice was hardly a whisper.


    “The best I could.” She pulled the cards out of her bodice. “Let’s get on with it.”


    “I suppose I must allow this to continue,” the old man said. “But even so, I must insist that, in the interest of fairness, one of us replaces your . . . courtier.” The old man’s enigmatic exterior cracked for the barest instant, and he looked at the Corley’s servant with a flicker of disgust.


    “I will take his place,” Lord Richard said, stepping forward. “Hand me your cards,” he ordered Geoffrey, who looked at his mistress.


    “I don’t think so,” the Corley said. She pointed a finger at Christian. “Him.”


    Christian’s face fell, and so did Poppy’s heart. Christian was fairly competent at more genteel card games, but she didn’t think he had ever played poker, which was normally only known to soldiers, coachmen, and hardened gamblers. She had been hoping for Lord Richard, with his years of gambling, or Galen, a soldier since the age of twelve.


    “Me? I—I—” Christian looked helplessly around the room.


    “It is hardly fair for the lad to have to play a game he isn’t familiar with,” Lord Richard protested.


    “If Lon Qui doesn’t wish to play, I shall,” Galen said at the same time.


    “You’re Lon Qui?” Poppy reappraised the ancient man. “Roger Thwaite speaks highly of you.”


    She really wanted to ask why the old man hadn’t come sooner. He was Breton’s foremost white magician, and she’d suspected since first hearing his name that he was one of those who had entrapped Mistress Mary Bright.


    “Again I remind you that I am in my own realm,” the Corley said, voice hard. “I will allow the prince to take Geoffrey’s place, but that is all!”


    “Your own realm?” Lon Qui looked around. “Yes, I suppose it has become so. But remember, there are certain rules by which even you must abide.”


    The Corley did not look pleased at this reminder that her kingdom was really a prison. She flounced down in her seat like any sulky child and picked up her cards again. Christian stood beside Blathen’s chair and cleared his throat pointedly. When Geoffrey got up, Blathen rolled his eyes and took the glass servant’s seat, letting Christian sit across from Poppy.


    Galen came to stand behind Poppy, gripping Lord Richard’s hand firmly and nodding to the others. He leaned over Poppy’s shoulder.


    “You’re sure you can do this?”


    “You taught me,” Poppy reminded him, and he laughed.


    Then her attention was all on her cards.


    They went around, the glass chips tinkling together, the pasteboard cards riffling and snapping. Poppy could hardly keep her face still as she picked up another queen. She needed only one more to have a set of Royal Ladies. The only hand that beat Royal Ladies was Royal Gents: all four kings. They went around again, and Poppy had just put her hand on a card to draw when Blathen started to laugh.


    “I call,” he said.


    “You can’t call,” Poppy snapped. “It’s not your turn.”


    “It is,” he said. “I laid my cards down and opened my mouth before you drew the card.”


    “You laughed, you didn’t call,” she said hotly.


    “Children, children!” The Corley laughed in delight. “Let me decide, since we are in my kingdom.” Her eyes cut to Lon Qui.


    “Very well.” Poppy stared across the table at Christian, her fingers still pressing the top of the deck. He held his cards with one hand and with the other he clutched the hilt of his long knife.


    “We shall honor Prince Blathen’s challenge,” the Corley announced grandly, adding, “But we will allow Poppy to use the card in her hand.” She patted Poppy’s arm in a patronizing way and Poppy tried not to shudder at the witch’s cold fingers.


    “Very well,” Blathen said.


    He was not in the least bit put out, by which Poppy gathered that he had a good hand indeed. She had three queens, if his hand was weak she might still beat him. But her heart sank further as he turned over his cards. An ace, two, three, and four of rubies, or what was called a High Run.


    Sweat ran freely down her back.


    Christian turned over his cards. He had nothing. No matching sets, nothing that could remotely be called a hand.


    The Corley laid down her hand. The king and Jonny of rubies, the king and Jonny of sapphires. A Gents’ Corner. In Westfalin a Gents’ Corner was the better hand, but here in Breton they valued the High Run more. Either way, Poppy had not a hope.


    Poppy looked down at her cards. She had one laid on the table, four in her left hand, and the newly drawn card in her right. She still hadn’t looked at the face yet.


    The Corley raised her brows. “Do you want to discard one and take the card you drew, or drop the card you drew and keep the one on the table?”


    If she kept her old card, she would have a pair of threes and three queens. A mismatched hand that wouldn’t defeat either Blathen or the Corley. If she took the new card, there was always the chance that it was the missing queen, and then she would defeat them both.


    She tossed her curls back over her shoulder. They were coming down from their elaborate coiffure, and with every pin that slithered out to ping on the glass floor she felt more like herself.


    “To be fair, I’ve already discarded that one,” she said recklessly, nodding her head at the card on the table. “I’ll take this one.” She drew it close to her chest and then turned it over.


    The queen of diamonds.


    She had a set of Royal Ladies.


    Poppy laid down all her cards in triumph.


    “Royal Ladies,” she cried gaily. “Come along, Christian!”


    She snapped up her pistol and the dagger just in time, because Blathen was not a good loser. She should have suspected as much: the inability to admit defeat ran in his family.


    “No!” Blathen grabbed for Poppy, but she leaped backward, slashing the back of his hand with her dagger as she went. “You will come with me, you belong to me!” He screamed the words.


    “Let her alone!” Christian ran around the overturned table with his long knife out.


    Their weapons met with a clang and they began to fight. Poppy was both thrilled and annoyed: it was the first time a duel had been fought over her, but was she just supposed to stand there and let them decide her fate?


    “If this all wasn’t so horrible, it would be exciting,” Marianne whispered, echoing Poppy’s thoughts. She twined one arm through Poppy’s.


    “We just need to get out of here,” Poppy said. “And I’m sorry, but you need to step back.” Poppy wiggled her shoulders to move out of her cousin’s grasp.


    “Why?” Marianne sounded hurt.


    “You’ll foul my shot.”


    “Marianne,” Lord Richard said. “Come here.” He took Marianne’s elbow and drew her away from Poppy.


    “Thank you,” Poppy said.


    She took aim as Galen had always taught her, and fired over Blathen’s head. The bullet struck the wall just behind him, and it shattered into a thousand slivers of amber glass. The duelists shouted and broke apart, both bleeding from shallow cuts. Christian’s blood was starkly red, but Blathen’s was nearly black and looked sluggish and oily. Poppy shuddered, then turned and fired at the opposite wall.


    The Corley let out a scream. “Seize her!” She pointed imperiously at Poppy, and her mute servants began to converge upon the princess.


    Poppy shot one of them in the chest, and he shattered.


    “That was very satisfying,” she announced, and took aim at another.


    Christian began to smash at the other servants with the hilt of his long knife, and so did Lord Richard. The Corley screamed louder and louder, her voice raw, as her walls and her minions fell around her. Lon Qui was facing Blathen now, keeping him away from Poppy and the others, and with a sudden slash of his hand sent the prince running down a corridor that glowed red. After the prince had passed out of sight, the aged wizard threw a handful of dust down that corridor and it collapsed into a gooey heap of melted glass.


    “Be quiet,” Poppy said to the Corley, turning her pistol now on the witch.


    “Poppy, no!” Galen rushed forward and threw a net of knitted silk over the Corley.


    The Corley’s screams cut off abruptly, and she sank to the floor.


    “Is she dead?” Marianne’s whisper was almost too loud in the sudden silence.


    “Only asleep, and only for a little while,” Galen said. “This way.”


    He led them out the archway he had come through with Lon Qui. Poppy hated the feel of the slick glass floor on her bare feet, and couldn’t help shooting the walls as they passed through chamber after chamber and then out of the Corley’s palace, stepping carefully in the cold ashes of the parlor fire of Lord Richard’s manor, where they were met by a near-hysterical Lady Margaret.


    “Are you all right?” She embraced each of them by turn, even Galen and Lon Qui, looking intently into their faces to reassure herself.


    “Oh, Mama!” Marianne threw herself on her mother. “It was awful! I’m so glad we’re back. Do you think Ella’s feet will heal now?”


    “I’ve been waiting and waiting for you to return,” Lady Margaret said. “So that I could tell you just that! Nearly half an hour ago Ella’s feet turned back to flesh. There’s no trace of the glass. We knew then that you had killed the Corley, but you didn’t come back immediately, and I’ve been so worried!” She stretched out her hands to her husband again, and Lord Richard embraced her, murmuring softly into her hair.


    Poppy flung herself down on the sofa, her emptied pistol dangling from one hand. Christian slumped at her feet, leaning his head against her knees. “Galen, how in heaven did you find us?”


    Galen gingerly took the pistol away, set it on a table, and sat beside her. “I could never abandon one of my princesses in her hour of need,” he said gallantly. “Since I got your letter I’ve been doing some reading—”


    “You’ve been studying magic,” Lord Richard said, giving Galen a shrewd look. “I saw what that net did when you threw it over the Corley.”


    “What did it do?” Lady Margaret raised her head and looked around fiercely. “Did it kill her?”


    “It diminished her power greatly, my lady,” Lon Qui said. “And breaking her walls scattered more of her powers. It will be centuries upon centuries before she is able to come back to her full strength again.”


    “Why not just kill her?” Poppy looked from Lon Qui to Walter to Galen, and Marianne nodded her agreement. “Why can’t we just get rid of . . . creatures . . . like the Corley, or the King Under Stone?”


    “No, Poppy,” Galen said gently. “We cannot.”


    “Why not?” Marianne said it at the same time as Poppy.


    “Because that would make us too much like them,” Galen told her.


    “Even justly caused deaths blight the soul,” Lon Qui said.


    “And to kill such beings as Mistress Bright and Wolfram von Aue—the King Under Stone,” Galen explained when he saw Marianne’s confusion, “releases a great deal of negative power into the world. Better to lock them away than to set it loose.


    “It might have passed into me, if I had killed Under Stone and all his heirs,” he added.


    Poppy felt her jaw drop. “You mean you’d be—”


    “The King Under Stone,” Galen said, nodding.


    “It just seems so irresponsible, to know that these dark magicians exist, and not get rid of them entirely,” Lady Margaret said.


    “But it’s better than taking the risk of destroying your own soul with killing,” her husband said. “Than knowing you’re a murderer, no matter how righteous you feel.”


    “Or letting their power loose into the world,” Marianne put in.


    “Or feeling so righteous about having killed some villain, that you look for more opportunities to kill,” Christian said.


    “I suppose,” Poppy said with a sigh. “But what really irks me is that I just played the best game of poker of my life, and I suppose I can’t tell anyone!”
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    Sandra and I figured out that something was chronically wrong when she began patterning her schedule around whether or not I came into the kitchen and bemoaned my inability to work. Or maybe that’s when I figured it out. Regardless, it’s a thing I used to do, and it happened often enough that we were pretty sure medicine might address it.


    We were afraid of the medicine, though. What if my creative fire was fueled by the dried flotsam cast up by these waves of depression?


    At risk of confessing to having committed a felony, when one of my ADHD-diagnosed children changed dosages, Sandra and I performed an experiment. I took one of his old pills to see what would happen.


    We did this for science, of course. The pill pulled me right up out of the irrational emotional slump, and suddenly I was useful again. The creative fire was not out, and we immediately set out to acquire a professional diagnosis, and perhaps a prescription.


    I’m not recommending our particular path to you. I’m pointing out that mental health problems are so stigmatized, and so difficult to swiftly diagnose and treat, that Sandra and I had to break a law in order to determine that my problem could be addressed with medication. Let me stress again that I am not I’m not advocating lawlessness, nor self-experimentation, because that way lies madness poor word choice. I’m just saying that being sick in this way is really, really hard, and I don’t think it needs to be.

  


  
“No. I’m Fine.”


  Howard Tayler


  
    I’m standing in the middle of our kitchen, and my brain is not working correctly. The failure is something I’m only tangentially aware of, but that’s because the failure itself is drowning everything else out. Years ago I ran barefoot across our weathered back deck and picked up a splinter between my toes. At that moment all I could feel was the pain of the splinter, not the regret at not having worn shoes. So it’s like that. Loud pain over a quiet voice that says, “You’re not thinking clearly.”


    But that doesn’t help me think clearly. Knowing I’m not in my right mind doesn’t put me back in my right mind any more than knowing I’m barefoot pulls a splinter out of my foot.


    I’m standing in the middle of our kitchen, and I’m hungry, but I’m unable to solve the problem. Behind me the open pantry offers dozens of tantalizing options, but that’s not what I’m able to see. Each package, bottle, or bag looks like a closed door, an opportunity to eat something tasty, but only if I can get past the insurmountable obstacles between me and a meal.


    “Honey, do you need to take your pill?”


    She’s in the dinette, across the counter from me. She loves me and understands me and wants to help, and right now she’s telling me that I’m not good enough to feed myself unless I take a pill.


    “No. I’m fine.”


    I’m lying, but that’s okay because I’m lying to both of us. Equal-opportunity deception. And I’m a good liar because in the moment I say those words I’m convinced that the problem is not me, my brain, or the absence of some neurochemical whose name I can’t pronounce. No, the problem is clearly external.


    “I just . . . the kitchen’s a wreck. There’s no room to work.”


    There are several plates, a couple of glasses, a greasy cutting board, and other kitchen clutter on the counter, but I can’t enumerate those things, can’t count them. They’re a frustratingly indecipherable puzzle, a tangled knot with no loose end of the string that I can take hold of in order to pull.


    The right-hand sink is about half full of dishes, stacked with a haphazard inefficiency that I find infuriating the more I stare at it. The kitchen window, above and behind the dish pile, frames a beautiful spring afternoon. Trees are just starting to bud, the distant mountains are still capped with snow, and we should have planted some snap peas last week. My youngest loves snap peas. I want to cry when I realize that there’s no way he’s getting garden-fresh snap peas this year. But I don’t berate myself for that. She’s the one who knows how the garden works, and she’s not out there planting peas. She’s staring at me over the top of her book, but she looks away when I look at her.


    More infuriation. It roils. I want to lash out, because she’s reading a book instead of planting peas.


    My brain is not working correctly.


    Thank God for that sliver of thought, the voice of that lone spectator way up in the nosebleed seats where he can see the whole field. He knows that no matter how angry I may think I am with her, I’m really only angry at myself, even though I can’t seem to figure out why.


    “It’s Friday,” she says, and she points to an index card on the fridge. “I can have—”


    “I know whose dish day it is,” I snap. I don’t want a child in here with me. It would be too crowded. The kitchen is too small, and too cluttered, and just the thought makes it too crowded in my head, and I suppose I could leave the kitchen while somebody did the dishes but I’m hungry now.


    “Why don’t they do the dishes when they need to be done, instead of waiting for us to yell at them?”


    She doesn’t say anything. She feels guilty sometimes, guilty that she’s not a good enough mom to have the kids trained to clean up the house, or even really clean up after themselves. It’s a place where she hurts sometimes, and I poked her right in that spot. On purpose.


    I’m not angry with her. I’m angry at me. The fury roils, and I want to slam something, throw something, break something, because just now I hurt somebody else on purpose and there should be punishment, but I’m afraid to deliberately hurt myself because the moment I do that I really have given up any hope of being independent.


    “Just take a twenty, hon. Please?”


    I grind my teeth.


    A twenty. Twenty milligrams of methylphenidate. It’s an ADHD medication, but she and I and my psychiatrist have discovered that under certain circumstances it’s exactly what my brain needs when it hits this particular failure mode.


    I don’t want to need it.


    I’m not sad about the snap peas. The boy likes the vegetables we can buy at the store. He doesn’t need to put garden-fresh peas in his mouth in order to be happy.


    But I need to put a pill in my mouth in order to not want to cry right now about how I need to put a pill in my mouth.


    I grind my teeth some more. I’m angry, I’m sad, I’m hungry, I’m miserable, and the only solution I can see is the one that feels like failure, the one where I do something somebody else tells me to do and take medicine somebody else prepared and which I’m only allowed to have under the direction yet another somebody else, a nice lady who charges me $90 every three months just so I can tell her that yes, the pills I take still seem to work and though I should very much like to keep taking them I don’t want to take them, I don’t want to need them, I don’t want this dependency, and no, I don’t want to be crippled every few days, and we talk some more and at the end of the visit I have more prescriptions, more permits for these medicines I hate to want.


    The high cupboard where we keep the family pharmacy is literally one step from where I’ve been standing, paralyzed by indecision, anger, and depression. “Family pharmacy” is our little joke. There are a lot of bottles up there. Her medications, including the one she’s been taking for fifteen years ever since radiation treatment. My allergy medications, which I’ve been taking for almost twenty years ever since the allergist identified the dozens of varieties of plant whose pollen, duff, and assorted detritus sicken me for three months out of the year. The over-the-counter painkillers that alleviate our cold symptoms, suppress a nasty cough, or shut down a migraine headache.


    One step.


    Three steps, really, because I sort of shuffle over to that cupboard. The prescription is in a translucent amber bottle with a white lid, and we’ve got several of those in the house at any given time, so I read the label and then peer up through the bottom of the bottle at the small pile of round, white tablets, each no more than an eighth of an inch in diameter.


    How can something so small seem so big?


    I open the bottle and gently shake a pill into my hand. With the deftness of more practice than I’d care to admit I fold one finger over the pill, pressing it to my palm, while the rest of my fingers cap the bottle.


    I take the pill, swallowing it dry because there should be unpleasantness associated with this, and then I take a glass of water anyway because that was a little more unpleasant than I remembered it being.


    “I hope it doesn’t work,” I say. “I want to feel better, but I hope that this doesn’t work so that it’s not something I need to take anymore.”


    “I hope so too,” she says. She’s closed her book and is looking at me intently, her eyes a little wet, and I hope that’s not because I poked her but if it’s not that then it’s because she’s sad for me and I don’t want that either.


    I feel beaten. Beaten in such a way that maybe I should be angry about it, but if I’m going to be angry at anyone in this house right now it should probably be all these filthy dishes in between me and the space I need to prepare food. I should probably scrape them off into the sink. They hate that. They want to stay dirty, so I should punish them by making them clean. It’s a mechanical task, and I think I can wrap my head around it. I open the dishwasher and begin.


    The moment I start pulling dishes toward the sink for their punitive scraping, she sets her book in one corner of the counter and quickly sorts some of the other clutter out of my way. We’re working on opposite sides of this ravaged Formica battlefield, but we’re on the same side, and I know that, and that makes me want to cry but I don’t because my hands are soapy and if I even rub my nose I’ll be miserable in a way this pill I took won’t fix.


    Soon the dishwasher is full, the sink is empty, and the counter before me offers a clear expanse upon which to work, a blank canvas as my art-brain might suggest but I won’t be applying food directly to the canvas because this counter still isn’t clean enough to eat off of. Good enough for food prep, though, and if that seems a little counter-intuitive (ha-ha a pun) then you’ve never had street tacos. Oh. We’ve got uncooked tortillas in the fridge. And cheese. And I bet that bottle of assorted pepper flakes in the cupboard would work to season a queso fundido, which is really pretty easy to make, but I always make too much, but that’s okay because she likes it too, and we can share.


    “Have you eaten?” I ask.


    “No, I was going to wait until you were finished.”


    “How about queso fundido?”


    “That sounds delicious. Do you need help?”


    “No. I’m fine.” And I am.


    I do need help sometimes, but not right now.
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  Married to Depression


  Sandra Tayler


  
    I met Howard in the middle of a lovely cliché: our eyes met across a crowded room. He was on the stage performing and I was in the audience. Except, our eyes didn’t actually meet. He noticed me because I was sitting next to my roommate who was a stealth cast member sitting in the audience. I noticed him, because he has a presence that draws the eye, also I recognized him as the roommate of a former boyfriend. So right from the beginning it was both a beautiful love story and quite a bit more complicated than that. When the show was over, I decided to go introduce myself, only to discover he’d made a similar decision. We went out for dessert and in the midst of one of those first date pauses, I asked if he liked the Muppets. This was not my usual impress-the-date conversational gambit, but somehow the words fell out before I had a chance to edit them. Howard did like Muppets. He also liked a host of other things like Battlestar Galactica and Legos. We shared our childhood Lego adventures and we both lamented our long-gone Little People Sesame Street sets. At one point Howard described a flaming dessert using sweeping arm gestures which implied massive balls of fire. On that very first date, Howard made me laugh. That was the beginning.


    I wanted to put the laughing first in this essay, because so much more of the life Howard and I share is about laughing than about depression, even though depression is the subject of this essay. Laughing is easy to share. Dark things are harder. I struggled to find the right words, but then I realized that getting them right is impossible. There is no way that I can convey to everyone, regardless of their experiences, what it is like to be married to someone who struggles with depression. The audience is too diverse and the experience is as well. My thoughts and feelings may be similar to that of another spouse, or they might be quite different. It is impossible for me to get it right, because there is no “right” when discussing a subjective experience. I can only write about my experiences and hope that something in the story is useful to other people. When I look at it that way, the only way to get it wrong is to not write at all.


    Howard and I have been married for twenty years. It was not all laughter and Muppet conversations. Parts of it were gut-wrenchingly hard. In hindsight, many of those horribly difficult parts were directly related to Howard’s struggles with anxiety and depression. Other difficult parts were directly related to my personal stash of neuroses and emotional baggage. Yet our marriage is good. Our life together is more than good. We have built a partnership through the years that sustains us, our creative business, and our four children. We pulled together when things got hard instead of pulling apart. That required conscious decision from both of us and bucketfuls of forgiveness that we splashed all over everything.


    Howard is a bright spot in my life. He makes me laugh. He makes my days better, which is why it hurts so much when this amazing person vanishes into himself and radiates despair or anger. Suddenly instead of having a life partner who is carrying half the load, or even saving me because I’m stumbling, I have a person who is faltering and struggling to carry only a fraction of what he usually does. Not only that, but he radiates the bleakness and it permeates the house, actually creating additional stress and strain. This strain is magnified by the fact that our income is dependent on Howard’s creative output. When the depression hits, Howard struggles to get off the couch, let alone write the words and draw the pictures that will pay our bills. I’ll watch him on the couch and measure the lost time against the work to be done. Howard does the same math and the despair deepens. Every depressed minute is work time lost. When an hour or a day later the sun comes out and work is possible again, we are greatly relieved. These days we have good strategies for minimizing the impact of a depressive episode. That was not always the case.


    The first time I really got to see inside Howard’s pit of despair was on our honey-moon. I was twenty, still trying to figure out who I was as an adult. Still trying to choose which life patterns I wanted to emulate from my family of birth and how I wanted to do things differently. I’d been around depression before with one of my siblings, but my family did not name it. It was the elephant in the room around which we all danced, trying to create a peaceful life. I carried that approach into my marriage. I knew Howard had mood swings. I’d witnessed some during the course of our engagement. But there we were, about halfway through our honeymoon, laying in the dark together while Howard cried and talked. He was letting me further into his heart than he’d ever let anyone before and it was terrifying for both of us. I stared into this deep, dark, seemingly bottomless pit and knew it could swallow me whole if I was not careful. It could swallow us both.


    The next morning the bleakness had passed and my wonderful Howard was back, but I did not forget the pit.


    Our family, the new one that Howard and I made together, danced with the elephant for decades. We built habits in the hopes of increasing the good times and reducing the bad ones. We looked for cyclical patterns. We evaluated. Early on I suggested therapy, but Howard had done therapy following the death of his parents and he reported it hadn’t done much for him. We were smart people; surely we could figure out the right diet, or exercise program, or spiritual regimen. All of these things were good management tools and we used them. Sometimes they helped. Other times they were powerless. We were powerless.


    About eighteen months before the writing of this essay, we named the elephant: Depression with a side order of Anxiety. We finally stared at this thing that had always been in the middle of our lives and said it was:


    
      	real


      	a problem


      	something we should address.

    


    That shift came because of many things, the most obvious being when our friend Robison Wells began speaking publicly about the mental illnesses that plague him. Rob and a couple of other friends showed Howard that admitting a problem could be a step toward better answers. There was also quite a lot of spiritual guidance and inspiration. Howard and I are religious people and we believe that we were guided. We also wish we’d been a little less thick-headed to inspiration when we were younger.


    The other thing that shifted was me. I’d been sorting some old emotional baggage (because of inspiration) and finally realized that my job was not to save Howard. In fact that was a very clear inspiration directly to me, that Howard is strong and that my job was to love him, not fix him. After realizing that, I changed my answers. When Howard was filled with despair and said, “I’m broken.” I stopped saying, “No you’re not. It’s fine.” I allowed broken and suddenly let’s get help became an option. Howard no longer had to live up to my need for everything to be fine. He finally had the space to consider and then seek treatment. This is exactly what I mean when I said that some of the difficulties were caused by me, even though I am not the depressed person. He worked so hard to be fine for me. I had to learn to say, “You’re right, this isn’t normal. I love you anyway.” I love you anyway is the answer which allows the depressed person stop being strong, and start seeking help. I love you anyway gives the depressed person permission to change instead of demanding a status quo.


    Howard has a problem with the chemicals in his brain. They sometimes make him feel like a complete failure as a human being, even when everything in our lives suggests the opposite. It means that yesterday was happy, but today is miserable even though nothing has changed overnight. It means that yesterday he has a million ideas and wants to create them, but today all of his ideas feel stupid and he’ll never be able to write again. We tried all of the nonmedicinal options for nineteen years, and we still found ourselves occasionally trampled by the unnamed elephant. It was not good for us, nor for our kids. But a year ago things changed. That was when Howard saw a doctor and we started fixing the chemistry by applying medication, and it worked.


    When I say “it worked” that doesn’t mean everything is all better now. Howard still has depressed days, but they aren’t as often and they don’t get as bad. Visits to the pit of despair are a rare occurrence, where they used to be regular. Howard has had the chance to experience a steady happiness where life feels generally good. More important, when Howard is having a bad brain chemistry day, we see it, we name it, and we know how to adjust for it. This is quite different than trying to adjust for an elephant that no one wants to admit exists.


    If you have a loved one—a spouse, sibling, parent, friend, partner—who is depressed, and you want to help, there are some things I think you should know. The first and most important is the first thing I had to learn: You can’t fix it. There are dozens of ways that depression can be managed, healed, or even cured depending on the causes of it, but you can’t fix it for them. The depression exists in your loved one; maybe it is chemical, maybe it is situational, but it is inside them, not you. I tried to fix Howard’s depression. Believe me, I tried. For eighteen years of marriage I adjusted all of the things I could conceive of adjusting in the hope it would prevent or alleviate the dark days. He’d have a dark day and I would clean all of the things because then a dirty kitchen wouldn’t add to the stress. I’d manage his schedule. I’d take over chores that were usually his. I’d hug him when the shape of the darkness allowed for that. (Sometimes it didn’t and he would flee from all touch.) I argued with him when the dark manifested as verbalized self-loathing. I facilitated his ability to write or draw because depression or not, we needed the work to be done. My efforts helped some. I could see that they did, which is why I kept trying harder. I kept hoping that I could exert control over this thing. My efforts also masked the problem. I had to step back and give us space to see what was going on.


    As soon as Howard decided that maybe he was willing to see a doctor, I did the research. I found out who we should go to. I made the appointment. I continue to make appointments for him. Making an appointment is an act of will. It feels like an admission of illness. Making the appointment is a barrier that can be hard to clear. I schedule half of the things on Howard’s calendar anyway, so this is a natural extension of what I already do. I went with Howard to the first appointment, but not any of the others. Again, this was me helping him over the first hurdle. After that I needed to stay out of the way because Howard has to own this process.


    That is the second thing I want you to know: the depressed person has to control their own healing process or it will not work. I suppose it is possible to force someone to take drugs, but that doesn’t make them want to change the way that they’re relating to the depression. Howard had a huge emotional process to go through with taking medication. He had to grieve. I don’t know why daily medication requires grief, but I felt the same thing when I had to begin thyroid medication. It feels like weakness, or failure. It feels unfair. Howard started taking the medicine and at first he didn’t want to see that it made a difference. Then he could see the difference and was angry at the medicine for working, because it meant he needed it. Slowly Howard is learning the ways that the medicine helps him. He’s learning that it is a useful tool and that it is okay to use all of the available tools in dealing with this.


    Healing processes are slow. This isn’t like fixing a car so it runs correctly. It is more like healing a broken limb. You put together the right supports and you have patience while things change slowly over time. Maybe later you do some physical therapy. For us this meant we changed the way we talked about Howard’s depression. It was a phenomenon that could be observed, so we observed. We developed a taxonomy to describe the variations. Howard asked me to be his spotter with the medications because he is very afraid of slipping into abusing medicine. He and I used calm times to discuss how to handle depressed times. I began to pay closer attention to the sorts of things he would say when he was sliding into depression, and I learned when gently pressing him to take a pill was the right choice. I don’t have to press as much as I used to do, because Howard has learned to watch his own brain and identify when he needs the medicine. It took lots of practice. I am very much a part of Howard’s management process, but he is the director of it. And like physical therapy, we’re constantly adjusting and shifting as healing happens.


    Even with excellent treatment there will still be hard days. Some depressions can be worked through and resolved in a permanent way. That has not been the case for us as yet. We have to manage the down times. The hardest days are the ones where I’m not feeling completely stable myself. I could be ill, under stress, tired, or just feeling a little down. If Howard hits a depressive patch during those days, it feels massively unfair. I find myself angry at him for being depressed, even though I know he would never choose it. There was one day where all manner of little things went wrong, and I was ready to cry. That was the day when two of my kids had emotional meltdowns simultaneously and Howard was having a medium-down sort of day. I lamented to Howard how unfair it is that I never get a turn to fall apart while someone else picks up the pieces.


    The “never” part isn’t true, of course. There have been many times when Howard has rescued me and taken care of me. This is one of the reasons the depressive days hit so hard. I depend upon Howard. He handles his things, I handle mine. We’re both full to capacity with things to do, but without warning Howard will be unable to do his things. He’ll feel like he’s never going to be able to do his things again. He’ll say that to me as he’s sorting the thoughts in his head. And the horrible little voice of anxiety will whisper in the back of my head, “What if he’s right?” We don’t know why depression shows up. We have no way to make it go away. What if some time it doesn’t leave? This is the horrible fear that I lock away in the back of my brain during the hard days. I see the depression and I know it could destroy us, because when Howard is deep into a depressed day, he is different. His thoughts and attitudes are different. His capabilities shift. The Howard I love and depend on is gone, and all I can do is wait for him to come back.


    So that is a thing you should know too. Depression can be traumatic and terrifying for the loved ones because they are forced to face being powerless. Of course, that one is unlikely to be news to you. But it means that you are at a higher risk for anxiety and depression yourself. Be on the lookout for that. Be aware that you might also need help and treatment. It is possible that the best thing you can do for your loved one is to go see a therapist or spiritual advisor yourself. You need a support network, because this is a hard load to carry. Faith is a huge part of my support network. I have conversations with God about Howard’s depression all the time. I feel like we’re partners in helping take care of this amazing person we both love. I truly believe that any path that Howard walks toward eliminating depression forever will be an inspired walk of faith. I hope that we’re on that path already, even though I can’t tell how far we’ve come or how far we have left to go. But if this is a lifetime-long walk, I’m okay with that. I didn’t sign on to be married to Howard just for the easy stuff.


    Preserve your own balance. In order not to be pulled into depression myself on the days that Howard is down, I have to actively shield myself against his moods. This is hard, because I am attuned to the emotional states of my family members. Sometimes this means that I need physical space away from Howard when he’s depressed. Sometimes Howard provides that space by going elsewhere. We recently had a family party on a day when Howard was depressed. It was the first time I’d been able to enjoy the company of my siblings in a very long time. Howard hid himself away, keeping his bleakness contained so that I could enjoy the event. I recognized his sacrifice and told him that I did. It was critical to acknowledge that he was making a special effort for me. He needed to know that I was aware of his depression and he was not abandoned with it. It was our way of working together to make sure that the depression did not ruin a party. We hope for future parties where Howard and I can both attend.


    Listen without judgment. This is probably the most important function that I serve for Howard when he is depressed. He needs to process and think through what he is feeling. It used to be that he’d express despair and I would feel compelled to go do something to fix it. Now I stay with him, with the thoughts. We examine them together and he is not left to wrestle with them alone. Sometimes I help him identify which have a basis in real life and which do not. Mostly I listen, because once he says things out loud he can sort for himself.


    Talking about depression can help. There is a silence that blankets anything that hints at mental weakness or illness. People are afraid to admit that they’re struggling with mental health issues. Some of those fears are founded in reality. Employers think twice before hiring someone with admitted mental health struggles. People look askance. The stigma is real. But part of what helped convince Howard to get help was trusted friends who spoke up. Part of his ongoing process is to speak up on the internet when he’s having a bad week. The responses to those posts are overwhelming support from others who walk similar paths. This is the reason I wrote this essay. Because out there is someone who needs it. And because once I began it, I realized that I needed to say it. Hang in there. You and your loved one can get through this and find a better place. Howard and I did.
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    Bree Despain is the author of the Dark Divine trilogy and the Into The Dark trilogy. She rediscovered her childhood love for creating stories when she took a semester off from college to write and direct plays for at-risk, inner-city teens from Philadelphia and New York. She currently lives in Salt Lake City, Utah, with her husband, two sons, and her beloved TiVo. The Shadow Prince is her latest novel. Its sequel, The Eternity Key, will be published in Spring 2015.

  


  
    The Author and the A-Word

  


  
    I come from a family of worriers. My grandmother was particularly infamous for it. When I was a kid, adults would refer to me as a “worry wart,” social nerves made it hard for me to make new friends in middle school, and I had my first panic attack the night before the A.P. American History exam in my junior year of high school (but had chalked it up to being extremely ill with pneumonia at the time). I’ve always been an anxious person, but I never realized that it was a problem until I became an author and I had a deadline for my first sequel.


    I had taken four leisurely years to write my first book, but now I was facing a four-month deadline for my sophomore novel. Reviews for my first book had started to roll in—and for the most part, they were really good. Sales numbers were even better than projected, and my publisher had ordered a trilogy. My inbox was flooded with messages from excited readers, telling me about their hopes and wishes for what would happen in the sequel. And that’s when I started to fear that I wasn’t going to live up to all these expectations. What if I failed? What if I couldn’t give my readers what they wanted?


    All my worries and fears started compounding until my four-month deadline came and went, and instead of writing, I spent the majority of my time crying in a ball on my floor. I didn’t know how to snap myself out of it. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I didn’t know why the thing I had always turned to for sanity—my writing—now seemed to be the thing that was making me feel as if I were insane. Every time I sat down to write—or even thought about sitting down to write—a little voice inside my head would tell me that I was going to fail. That no matter what I wrote, it wasn’t going to be good enough. That my first book was a fluke, and I was never going to be able to write again. Even though part of me knew that voice was wrong, I couldn’t push past it for months. I realize now that I was an author that had been struck down by the dreaded A-word. All those worries weren’t just worries, I had full blown anxiety.


    With a final drop-dead extension on my deadline, I had one last chance to make my sequel happen. Either by a stroke of genius or divine intervention, I decided to channel my anxiety into my book. I was writing about a character who had recently been infected with a lupine curse that had gifted her super powers—giving her great potential that she didn’t know how to live up to. And as a side-effect of the infection, she was also cursed with a voice in her head that constantly told her she was going to fail, to give in to her anxieties and weaknesses, and give up. In giving my illness to my character (in a metaphorical way) I was able to find an outlet to work through it.


    I still have anxiety. I’ve still missed deadlines. And I still find myself in a crying ball on occasion, but working through this experience showed me that I could find a way to stop the A-word from defeating me—and I eventually found the wherewithal to seek professional help. I often refer to my first sequel, The Lost Saint, as “the book that ate my soul,” but really, it may be the book that saved my life.
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    I’m presenting two alternate scenes from books in two different series. The first scene is an epilogue that was deleted from The Lost Saint, the second novel in the Dark Divine trilogy. This scene is written from the point of view of Grace’s prodigal brother, Jude, but in it he refers to himself as “the boy.” I wrote the scene with this distant third person point of view to show the disconnect Jude feels with his old self and his old life—he can’t even refer to himself by his own name. Ultimately, this epilogue was cut because I decided to go in a different direction with the third book than what this scene sets up. Since the finalized ending of The Lost Saint made so many of my readers howl in agony, I think they’ll enjoy seeing where I might have gone with it instead.


    The second scene is an alternate beginning to the first book in my latest series, Into the Dark: The Shadow Prince. This book is about the disgraced prince of the Underworld who is chosen to go on a quest to the mortal world in order to convince a certain girl to return with him to the realm of the dead. If he succeeds, he will have his honor and claim to the throne restored, but if he fails, the fate of the universe hangs in the balance. (And the alternate POV in the book is from the girl who has absolutely no intention of going along with Haden’s quest.) A little known fact about this book is that I wrote twenty-eight different versions of the beginning! Here, I have included one of the many versions that didn’t make the cut. In this version, Haden must contend with his cousin Rowan (who in the finalized version of the book is his twin brother) while he waits to find out the verdict as to whether he is going to be chosen to complete a quest. In the final version of the book, I repurposed parts of this scene throughout the first three chapters, but ultimately I realized that I was starting the story in the wrong place. Also, in the final version of the book, Rowan and Haden fight using lightning bolts rather than swords and fists.

  


  Deleted epilogue from The Lost Saint


  
Aftermath


  Bree Despain


  
    The boy crouched on the roof of a nearby house, just behind the chimney, as dawn broke over the horizon of the small town. A circle of five wolves huddled on the lawn of the house he’d been watching all night, sleeping in a protective knot. A sixth wolf, larger than the others, sat by itself under the walnut tree that swayed in the early November wind. It watched the door of the house as intently as the boy watched the wolf.


    Another few minutes passed, and the boy contemplated letting himself sleep for a while. It had been two days since he’d returned to this house, but it had been three days since he’d actually slept. He couldn’t find comfort in this old house. Not in the bed that used to be his.


    The boy was just about to close his eyes for a moment when the white wolf perked up. It stood at attention as the front door of the house opened and a thin girl slipped outside. She limped down the porch steps.


    Yes, it would probably take a few more days for her ankle to heal properly, assuming it had been a clean break.


    The white wolf bounded over to the girl before she made it down the stairs, his enthusiasm to see her almost knocked her down. The knot of wolves woke when they heard the commotion. They sat like sentinels, watching the two.


    The girl crouched down and scratched the white wolf behind his ears. “I missed you too,” she whispered. She had a smile on her face, but her voice was edged with sadness. “I don’t know why my mom wouldn’t let you sleep in the house. But I guess you are like twenty times bigger than the last dog I brought home with me.”


    The wolf let out a small growl.


    “I know. I’m sorry. You’re not a dog.”


    She limped off the last step. The wolf yipped at her and wiggled his back.


    “It’s okay. I can walk.” She hobbled down the driveway with the white wolf close at her heals. The five other wolves trailed in a line behind him, the smallest bringing up the rear. If the boy didn’t know better, he’d think the girl was the Pied Piper of wolves.


    This train of girl and beast lasted for another block until the girl’s ankle faltered and she stumbled. The pack of wolves surrounded her, whining and shaking their backs. Only two days ago, most of these wolves had been intent on killing this girl, but now they pranced about her like puppies, waiting for approval.


    The white wolf nudged her side and gave a friendly growl.


    The girl looked back and forth along the street even though it was too early in the morning for anyone else to be around.


    “Okay, fine. You can carry me.” She leaned in close to the wolf’s ear. “But can we try to lose these other guys. They’re driving me nuts.”


    The white wolf crouched and the girl climbed onto his back. She wrapped her arms around his neck. The wolf leapt off the sidewalk and bolted down the street. The other wolves took off after them, bounding as fast as they could.


    The boy followed them, running a half a block behind, keeping to the yards and near houses. He was downwind from the group, so hopefully they wouldn’t detect his trail.


    They ran through the neighborhood and into the center of town and finally came to a stop outside the old parish. The boy felt a pang in his heart as he watched the girl and the white wolf go inside the building. He didn’t want to follow them inside there. But he did it anyway.


    He snuck past the five smaller wolves who had stayed outside, entered the building through the balcony door, and made his way toward the voices coming from the office. The boy leaned against the wall next to the open door and listened to the conversation.


    “I got your text,” the girl said. “I’m here. So what did you need?”


    “Does Jude know you’re here?” a man asked. The sound of his voice made the boy clench his hands into fists.


    “No, I don’t think so. I think he was still asleep in his room when I left.”


    The boy pursed his lips. She hadn’t even bothered to check.


    “Did the other wolves follow you?” a second man asked.


    “Yeah. I’m kind of getting worried. I mean, it’s not safe to have so many werewolves running around Rose Crest.”


    “I agree,” the first man said.


    “I don’t get it,” she said. “Why do they follow us around?”


    “Daniel is their Alpha now,” the second man said. “Although, they’re devotion to him is greater than I’ve usually seen. It must be his True Alpha nature. He saved you by exerting his dominance over them—choosing to embrace his True Alpha essence—and in turn, became their new leader.”


    The wolf made a frustrated growl.


    “But I don’t get why they follow me, too. I tried to go to the store to find something Daniel would eat yesterday—and half of them followed me. And Daniel wasn’t even there.”


    “Apparently, Daniel has done something to choose you as his . . . mate. The wolves recognize this somehow and have accepted you as their Alpha female.”


    “Oh really?” the first man asked. “Mate? What’s this about?”


    “Daniel . . . kind of proposed to me,” the girl said. “Before Caleb threw me in the wolf pit.”


    “Ah, that would explain it,” the second man said.


    “Grace, you are way too young to be getting married. Your mother and I were only twenty, but that’s no excuse . . .”


    “Dad! Number one, we thought we were going to die. Number two, he was asking for way off in the future. Like after college.”


    “Well, he’s still chosen you,” the second man said. “Which means you’re stuck with the wolves for now.”


    The group was quiet for a moment.


    “But what about Daniel?” the girl finally asked. Her voice sounded shaky. “It’s been two days and he still hasn’t been able to change back into himself. Is he going to be trapped like this forever?”


    The boy leaned closer to the door. This part of the conversation is why he’d followed them here.


    “I don’t know, Grace. But I think it’s time we take him to someone who knows more than we do. Hopefully someone who can help us . . . if we’re not too late.”


    “Who?” she asked.


    “Daniel’s grandfather.”


    The wolf yelped. It sounded like it was surprised.


    “Daniel has a grandfather?”


    “Yes. He probably doesn’t know it, though. Daniel is Sirhan’s grandson.”


    The wolf whined.


    “When do we leave?” the girl asked.


    “You can’t go,” the first man said. “You have school, and college applications due. I won’t allow it . . . It’s too dangerous.”


    The wolf growled.


    “Like hell I’m not going,” the girl said. “When do we leave?”


    “As soon as we can.”


    “I’m going with you, too,” a third male voice said. It sounded younger than the other two men. Talbot. So he was with them now?


    “We’ll need to bring Jude with us,” the second man said. “He’s not ready to be left alone for more than a few minutes.”


    The boy backed away from the door. This was the information he needed. He’d go with them to Sirhan’s. Learn the enemy’s plan. He’d know all their next moves. The Father would be grateful for all the information he could provide him. It would help them plan their attack.


    Hopefully, the boy thought, this would be enough for his master to let him back into his pack.


    His family.

  


  Alternate first chapter from Into the Dark: The Shadow Prince


  
Haden


  
    Rowan lies in wait for me in the antechamber. I would not expect any less from him. I am deliberately slow in making my way through the crowd of Underlords who’ve fallen out of their ranks as soon as they exited the throne room. I stall only to assess the situation. I can feel the waves of anger rolling off of Rowan, but he looks calm and still as he stands near the exit. He watches me with the patience of a great cat, preparing for the exact moment to spring. I slow to a halt and place my hand on the hilt of my sword, showing him I am ready for his attack. Several Underlords step around me, most gawking as they go, trying to get a good look at the king’s disgraced son who caused the disruption in the Ceremony that has remained unchanged for centuries . . . until today.


    They may not have understood what all happened, but they do know that I am the reason why, when the Oracle announced her selection for this year’s Champion, a cry of outrage rushed through the Court of Heirs with a force akin to the wake of Charon’s mighty boat. I am the reason we have all been sent away before the final decision of the king has been made.


    The Lessers, who are not allowed to wear armor outside of the Ceremony, stop to remove their brass breastplates and leather wrist cuffs before returning to their labors. I do not know why the Court allows Lessers—the second sons of the Heirs, bred to do nothing more than serve—to join the ceremony in the first place. It is not as if a Lesser has ever been Chosen.


    Then again, no one would have supposed that I would have been Chosen either.


    Not since the day my mother died. Not since I did the unforgivable—an act I’ve been punished for every moment of my life. Not since my father said I was no longer his son . . .


    And I still won’t be Chosen if the Court has anything to say about it. They will choose their favorite, despite what the Oracle has decreed.


    They will allow Rowan to steal my destiny.


    Rowan’s father, Lord Lex, stands near his son. The sight of him makes my hands grow warm with sweat. His protestations were the loudest amongst the Court. “This is absurd,” he’d said the moment the Oracle announced her selection for Champion. “He is too weak. He’s too emotional. He’s too . . . human.” Even now, I can feel the disdain that dripped from his words. It had taken all of my resolve not to react to Lex’s words in front of the Court. An outburst in the throne room would have only proven him right.


    But if Rowan starts a fight now, it would be my right to finish it.


    Lex whispers something to Rowan that I cannot hear. Rowan nods. Lex clasps his hands in the sleeves of his robe and takes his leave, presumably to join the other Heirs who were also driven from the Ceremony by my father’s rage.


    Only a handful of Underlords remain in the antechamber now, and I wonder if Rowan wants our fight to be a private affair, rather than the spectacle I predicted. It isn’t like him to not want to make a scene. I decide to push the issue by advancing toward Rowan, when someone collides into me.


    At first I think I am being attacked from the side, and I raise my hand to strike, but then I see the clumsy fool who has gotten in my way: a scrawny boy who couldn’t be older than fifteen. His shoulders sag under the weight of his heavy, ill-fitting armor, and his muscles shake with strain as he tries to right himself. One of the leather straps holding up his breastplate is twisted, as if it were put on by inexperienced hands. I realize that he must be a Lesser.


    “Watch it!” I shout instead of striking him.


    The boy glances at me and gives the smallest nod. Something about his face makes me feel as though I should know him, but I do not make it a habit to associate with many Lessers. “My apologies, my Lord,” he says and scurries away as fast as he can toward the exit.


    It is now that Rowan chooses to make his move. But it’s not toward me. He signals to two of his chimera-faced lackeys to follow his lead. They step into the doorway in front the Lesser boy, blocking him from being able to exit.


    “Where do you think you are going?” Rowan asks him.


    The boy trembles—this time from fear rather than strain. Rowan’s menacing glower makes the boy take a step back. “Returning to my barracks, Lord Rowan,” the boy says. “As I was instructed.”


    “And you were going to take your borrowed armor with you?” Rowan points at the stack of breastplates where the other Lessers have left theirs behind. “You know what we do to thieves.”


    “Yes,” the boy says. “I mean, no. I wasn’t stealing. I just forgot. I was distracted.” He glances slightly back towards me.


    My impulse is to look away, but I can’t.


    “Then let us help you get out of it.” Rowan wraps his hand around the boy’s left wrist cuff, and one of Rowan’s friends clutches onto the twisted leather strap that lies across the boy’s back.


    Before the Lesser can even try to fight back, Rowan and his crony both yank viciously on the boy’s armor, pulling him in opposite directions. The boy screams, the sound echoes off the walls and fills my ears, but I can still hear the sickening sound of his shoulder being ripped out of his socket.


    I react before I even have a chance to think twice. I push my way through the bystanders who still remain in the antechamber.


    Rowan lets go of the boy and pushes him away. The Lesser whimpers and sinks to the stone floor, his arm hanging at an unnatural angle. Rowan opens his mouth to laugh, but I smash my fist into his jaw before he can make a sound. He slams into the doorjamb, and I hit him again.


    Rowan’s two friends try to grab me from behind, but Rowan waves them away. “He’s mine,” he sputters, and balls his fists. He charges at me and returns my attack. We grapple, knocking into the stacks of discarded armor, sending them scattering. Rowan lands one lucky blow, slamming his ringed hand into my forehead. I feel a cut break open above my eyebrow. The sting of it only makes me stronger, and I don’t let Rowan get a chance to swing again. I spring at him and clasp one hand around his throat. I smash my throbbing forehead against his, slam him to the ground, and then pin him there with one of my knees on his chest.


    I pull my sword from my scabbard and thrust it at his throat, stopping the point only a hair’s width from his jugular.


    The blade is only ceremonial, blunt at the edges unlike the ones we train with, but with enough force behind it, the sword would be deadly enough.


    Rowan and I both know that I am strong enough to land a killing blow.


    “No,” he croaks through cracked lips.


    “Then say it.” I keep my voice cold, not giving away the anger that seethes behind my words.


    Rowan shakes his head. I can smell the sweat on his skin.


    “Never,” he says.


    A gasp ripples through the small crowd of Underlords who’ve circled around us. I tighten my grip on the sword and press the tip against the pulsing vein in his neck.


    Rowan flinches.


    I do not.


    “Say it,” I demand. “Say it, or you’re done.”


    Another sound of shock escapes the crowd of Underlords. They wonder if I mean what I threaten. Their doubt gives me more strength to accomplish the deed.


    “Lord Haden, don’t,” I hear Dax say. I don’t remember him being in the antechamber before now, but I know it must be him without taking my eyes off of Rowan’s face. Dax is the only one whose standing is low enough among this group to feel free to show concern. He’s also the only one I wouldn’t consider running through for speaking out of turn. “Rowan has had enough. Let him go,” Dax says. By the sound of his voice, he’s moving closer. “What would your father think?”


    I know exactly what my father would think. Only a coward wouldn’t finish off an opponent who doesn’t properly relent.


    I’ve never lost a fight. I’ve never backed down. But I’ve also never been in one that has escalated quite this far. I’ve never had to kill another Underlord before. Rowan smiles mockingly. His teeth are stained with blood, but I can read the scorn in his expression. I clearly have the upper hand, so why would he choose this moment of all times to taunt me?


    Dread clutches at my stomach, and I suddenly realize that this is no mere fistfight over me being Chosen by the Oracle instead of him. Lord Lex, and possibly some of the other Heirs, must be behind Rowan’s strange actions. He’s no doubt been told to push me to this point. The Court is testing me again.


    Trying to prove once and for all that I am unworthy of being Champion.


    I should have seen it all along.


    “He has to say it.” I shake Rowan by the throat. “Say. It.” I keep my voice cold and steady even though I want to scream at him. I want to force the word out of his mouth. I’d reach my hand down his throat and claw it out of him if I could.


    But of course he will not make it that easy.


    I look up at the huddled throng that has grown larger since the fight broke out. Blood from the gash in my forehead has matted in my eyebrows and drips into my eyes, marring my vision, but I do my best to search their expectant faces to see if Lex is lurking close by. I don’t find him. Instead, my vision lands on the Lesser boy. He stands a little apart from the others, holding his arm in a way that makes it look like he’s trying to push it back into its socket.


    The boy looks away from my stare. As he turns his head, I register the thin scar across his cheek. I realize that I do know him: Garrick.


    The boy is not just any Lesser. He is Rowan’s younger brother. The one who used to follow Rowan and I everywhere when we were children. The one who was there when my mother died. The one who witnessed what I did that earned me the disdain of the Court . . .


    I haven’t seen him since he was reassigned to work in the Pits—caring for the monstrous Keres that were banished to the depths of hell centuries ago—after he was accused of stealing from the palace. His punishment was harsh. But I was glad to see him go at the time. To be rid of another reminder of my dishonor.


    Rowan groans and the crowd shifts, cutting Garrick off from my view as they close in on us. All wanting to see what I’ll do next. I push away thoughts of Garrick and my shame he’d witnessed all those years ago. I focus my attention on the slits of Rowan’s eyes as he glares up at me.


    Was Rowan really ready to die to prove some point?


    No. His point was that I’d let him live . . .


    He wants to prove that I’m a coward before my father and the Court can make their final decision.


    But a coward, I am not. I’ve spent the last ten years of my life trying to show everyone that. I won’t change my actions now.


    I place the butt of my left hand at the base of the sword’s hilt, to show Rowan that I am about to pound the blunt blade into his throat like a stake. “I will kill you,” I tell him. “Unless you say it.”


    And I mean it.


    Something changes in Rowan’s eyes as I hitch my arm back to spike the sword into his jugular. A sickly sweet scent, like dying pomegranates, wafts up from his body.


    It’s the smell of fear.


    “Eleos,” he cries.


    Eleos. Mercy. The word registers in my brain, and at the last second I shift the blade of my sword as my hand slams into the hilt. The blade nicks his throat, rather than piercing his artery, and then cracks into the alabaster floor like a pickax, sending chinks of stone flying.


    I let go of Rowan and climb to my feet. The hand I used to smack the hilt throbs. I know there’s at least one broken bone but I refuse to look at it. Rowan clutches his bleeding neck while his friends help him to his feet. As soon as he is standing he pushes their hands away. Like he hadn’t needed them in the first place.


    Rowan squares his shoulders and walks toward the great golden doors leading out of the corridor. The remaining crowd follows him—ever on his side. He lets the others pass by him into the corridor, and just before leaving, he turns back. His eyes land on me as I tuck my broken hand behind my back. It hurts like Tartarus, but I won’t show any sign of pain with Rowan—or anyone else—watching me.


    The crowd follows his glare.


    Rowan was the one who invoked Eleos. He’s the one who cried for mercy—but he looks at me like I’m the one who should feel ashamed. They all look at me like that. Rowan’s mocking smile returns. One of his lips cracks and bleeds, but he only licks the blood away.


    “Helping a Lesser?” Rowan says to me. “How adorably predictable, nursling. Did your mother teach you such useless manners?”


    “Shut up,” I say and lift my sword.


    Rowan makes a scoffing noise. “Again, predictable, Haden. That’s why I know you’ll lose. Even if by some miracle the Court listens to that addled Oracle and allows you to be chosen, you’re still going to fail. Because you’re weak minded. And when you do fail, I’ll be the one the Court turns to clean up your mess.” His smile widens. “No matter what He chooses today, I’m still going to be the one who wins,” Rowan says and sweeps through the doorway.


    I can’t help it. A great, raging, shout escapes my throat and I fling my sword at the back of his head. It clatters against the thick golden doors just as they bang shut between us. The sword ricochets off the metal door and shatters one of the alabaster urns that stood beside the exit. I throw my hands over my head to shield myself from the flying stone bits.


    Only Dax and Garrick remain in the corridor with me—the only witnesses to my losing control. But I can feel Rowan’s smugness seeping under the doorway as he walks away with his adorers.


    I think I even hear laughter.


    The blood from my head-wound drips off my chin, and pools in the hollow of my collarbone. My hands are wet and red. My uniform is made of thick leather and bronze—traditional soldier’s garb for the ceremony—and I have nowhere to wipe my hands. Nothing cloth to stop the bleeding.


    Garrick steps close to me. Too close. I smell the stench of Keres on him. I think he is about to bow down in front of me, thank me like I’m some sort of Hercules for saving him. Instead, he pushes against my chest as hard as he can. His weak arms have no affect on me, but the rage on his face does. “You stupid brute,” he practically spits at me.


    I blink at him in surprise. “That’s no way to show gratitude, Lesser,” I say, pushing him away from me.


    “Gratitude? Do you know what you’ve done?” He tries to take a swing at me with his good arm, but I block it, forgetting about my fractured hand until pain reminds me.


    “You made Rowan invoke Elios on my behalf.” Garrick clasps his dis-located arm. “This is nothing compared to what he’ll do to me now. And then he’ll take his accusations of theft to the Court. I’ll be dead by the end of the week.”


    I take a step back. The first time he was accused of stealing, he was sentenced to a life of hard labor in The Pits. A second strike against him—if anyone believed Rowan’s accusations of trying to steal the armor of an Underlord—and the punishment could possibly be even worse than death.


    Garrick charges at me, swinging his good arm. I grab him by his fist. His fingers are stained green from working in the Pits, and he’s so underfed, from years of fighting for scraps with the other Lessers, I could crush his hand if only I squeezed.


    A buried memory flits through my brain, and I remember how Garrick was the one who tried to help me when my mother collapsed . . .


    No, I tell myself. What Garrick did wasn’t help. Lessers serve. It’s what they’re born to do.


    “Get away from me, Lesser!” I thrust his hand away. “Don’t you dare touch me with your dung stained fingers. Your kind has already left. Follow them.”


    I grab my sword like I’m going to attack him if he doesn’t listen. Garrick rushes toward the golden doors.


    “You might want to consider leaving that armor here,” Dax says.


    Garrick skids to a stop. He hurriedly pulls at the straps of his breastplate, but he can’t free them with only one hand. His face reddens as he glances back at us. I pretend not to see. Dax sighs heavily and then goes to help him. Once the boy is free, Dax tells him to visit the healing chambers.


    “Lessers are not allowed . . .” Garrick starts to protest.


    “Tell them Haden sent you,” Dax says.


    Garrick nods and exits without another word. I hear his feet slapping against the marble floor as he runs away. The sound of it sends another flash of unpleasant memories through my mind. Garrick’s sandals had made that same noise when I sent him running to fetch my father after my mother fell. I remember how long I waited for my father to return with him. I remember how I . . .


    The shame of those memories overwhelms me. Suddenly, all I can think about is the blood that stains my face. I try wiping it away with my leather wrist cuffs but I can tell it only smears the blood more. The wound won’t stop bleeding.


    “I have to go to the healing chambers.” I shove my sword back into its scabbard and step quickly away from the golden doors. I head to an alternate exit in the opposite direction, bits of alabaster pot crunching under my feet. “The Court can’t see me like this. He can’t see me. If they call me back in there,” I gesture towards the throne room where my father is. “I have to go . . .”


    “Lord Haden, stop,” Dax says. “You need to stay here—”


    “I can’t.” I shake my head and it makes my wound throb and gush even more. “Rowan is right. I’m predictable. Lex has probably already told the Court about the fight he and Rowan planned. I must erase the evidence before they see me.”


    “Rowan is wrong,” Dax says. “I know you better than anyone. You’re not predictable. And you’re not weak minded. If anything, that fight was evidence of your strength.”


    I want to laugh at Dax, but sudden light-headedness fogs my brain. I wipe at my wound with the back of my hand. Blood paints a red pattern in the small lines and crevices across my knuckles. I become woozy at the sight of it—the only explanation is a concussion. Another sign of weakness. “Who am I kidding?” I mumble. “He’s never going to choose me anyway. No matter what the Oracle says. They’ll declare her addled, and send Rowan in my rightful place.”


    “Nobody knows whom your father will choose,” Dax says.


    “We all know who He isn’t going to choose.” My nostrils flare. “Did you see the way He looked at me in there?”


    Dax shakes his head.


    “I expected it to change. I thought after the Oracle’s decree, after she Chose me out of all the eligible Underlords, that the way he looks at me would be different. But it was still there; that look he used to give my mother before she died—the look that transferred to me after what I did all those years ago—like what he saw before him was the embodiment of every failure, disappointment, and shame he’d ever experienced. He is never going to Choose me.”


    “You don’t know that for sure.”


    “Stop.” I glare at him. “We both know the truth. There’s no point in coating it in Siren’s songs. What would you know about anything, anyway? You’re just a stupid servant now.”


    My comment is meant to hurt Dax but he barely lifts an eyebrow. There was a time when he was considered more than an equal to the other Underlords—the greatest of his generation. Now he was merely a servant to the Court. All because my father did choose him six years ago.


    And he’d failed.


    Why would I want to be chosen? I think. The way the Court and the other’s treat me now is bad, but it’s bearable. But being chosen as Champion, and then failing? The consequence of that would be to live in humiliation and ultimate disgrace for the rest of my life. If I were allowed to live, that is. Why would I want to risk that? I try to tell myself. I should just tell them I withdraw my name from consideration. I’m better off the way things are now . . .


    But if I were chosen. And if I did succeed as Champion. Conquered my quest. My father would have to look at me with approval. He would have to name me as one of the Heirs—it’s the law. Maybe he would even name me as the Prime Heir. I would reign over Rowan and his kind. Make them cower before my throne. I would take my rightful place at my father’s side . . .


    I shake my head, disgusted once again by my own thoughts. Allowing myself to entertain such ideas was like listening to Siren’s songs. False promises. Lies. I feel my shoulders sag under the weight of my armor. I’d been fooling myself since the Oracle called my name, allowing myself to hope. It was a shameful emotion. Another useless thing my mother must have taught me.


    The reason Rowan was able to anger me so easily is because he knows I fear he’s right. “What if they choose me and I fail?”


    “You won’t,” Dax says so definitively that I don’t want to argue. He’s always had that power over me; even now as a lowly servant. “Now, if you will allow me to deliver the message I was sent with,” he goes on like our previous conversation never happened. “King Ren Hades has finished conferring with the Oracle and has called the Court back for deliberations. You are to wait here until you are summoned.”


    Panic swells up my spine. “Wait here? No, I must go to the healing chambers. I have to go now.”


    “There may not be enough time.”


    As if Dax were an Oracle himself, the doors to the throne room swing open. A servant emerges only long enough to call me name. I watch the door close silently behind him.


    I wipe at the blood on my face. “No, it’s too soon.” I take a step backwards, but Dax grabs my arm. “Let me leave,” I seethe at him. I know I am being irrational, but I can’t help myself. I’m not ready for this.


    Dax lowers his voice. “Haden, you must go now. It will be worse if you don’t show. The dishonor alone . . .” Dax grabs propels me toward the throne room entrance doors.


    I want to strike him and make my escape, but his words about dishonor make me hesitate.


    “Take this.” Dax rents a bit of cloth from his robe and presses it into my hand. The cloth is stained from the hours of work he’s already put in that day. I pretend not to notice and wrap my hand around the rag in order to conceal it.


    It is distraction enough for him to pull open the golden doors and push me through the doorway. A loud clank echoes in my ears as the doors lock behind me.


    The only path for me now is forward. Towards the verdict of my fate.
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    Recently I sent a text off to two of my oldest and closest friends, one a comic, one a fellow writer. “How many times collectively,” I wrote, “do you think one of us has heard the question, are you taking your meds?”


    Ha! one of them replied.


    So true! the other one answered.


    Then, after a short pause, two identical texts came in at once.


    Wait, each text read. Are you taking your meds?


    I was, incidentally (Zoloft, 50 mg, thankyouverymuch), but a confluence of factors and several missed doses the week before had left me feeling depressed, lethargic, and deeply anxious for days. Fortunately, incidents of depression for me are no longer as crippling as they once were. Through a combination of therapy and, yes, meds, I’ve been managing my fifteen-year-long tendency toward depression very well for some years now.


    That wasn’t always the case. Recently I wrote a tumblr post about my struggle with self-harm and self-hatred, which at one point in my life dominated and even determined the direction of my life. I was hospitalized twice for cutting and probably should have been hospitalized subsequently for a wide range of problematic behaviors, from obsessive calorie counting to substance abuse to issues still too personal for me to discuss.


    I’m better now, although I still have hard days (and hard weeks). My friends—the comic and the writer—are better now too, and we all support each other through our continued ups and downs. We try and find humor in the strange and infuriating vicissitudes of depression, and solace in our collective experience.


    That’s why the Altered Perceptions anthology is important: both because, as the title suggests, it broadens our perception of what normalcy looks like but also because it reminds us that we are not alone in our struggle to find health and happiness. Many people still view mental health disorders as a moral failing and not a physical or chemical one; and many sufferers therefore still feel ashamed to speak up about their problems.


    Only by reading about and reflecting on the variety of human experiences can we understand the multitude of ways people have of dealing with—and occasionally failing to deal with—the world. No one’s experience is essentially “more normal” than anyone else’s; it’s a platitude by this point to say so, but there really is no such thing. In fact, maybe the craziest thing we’ve ever invented is simply the idea of normal.
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    I have a tendency to write way too much material at first and then trim back during revisions. This is partly because I come to plotting and story organization belatedly and reluctantly (as you will see from the completely unedited section of the early Pandemonium outline I’ve included below). I’ve always been the type of author who prefers to let the story unfold, which often means it veers off in un-anticipated directions and must subsequently be reined in.


    For me, writing satisfies the same fundamental urge that reading does—to not just escape but be literally absorbed into another world, another character, another life. I recently met a girl who told me that my books had helped her remain self-harm-free for more than a year; they’d distracted her and brought her out of her own life, her own alienation, her own pain. It was a huge compliment, especially because I was hospitalized twice because of a pattern of dangerous self-harm, once in college and once in my mid-twenties. I’ve struggled, as many people have, against the exhausting and overwhelming power of severe depression; I’ve tried every possible manner of escape you can think of, from the relatively functional to the potentially fatal.


    One of the things that has always been a comfort to me, even in very, very dark times, is the power of literature, which is why I was so excited to contribute to this anthology. Working on a book—whether I’m reading it or writing it—allows me to feel literally immersed, as if I’m entering a new walled city and fumbling my way through unfamiliar streets. And sometimes, when the real world feels like it’s actually disintegrating, a fictional world is a safer option.


    Of course, the difference between writing and reading is that when you’re writing, you’re actually drawing the city map even as you’re navigating the labyrinth. You have to create and explore at the same time, which means that sometimes you take a lot of wrong turns. (Or at least I do.)


    I’ve included three pieces of writing below. The first two excerpts are sections from the first draft of Pandemonium. Although I liked both passages because of their textural role in the story—particularly the second one, which not only gives us valuable information about Hunter, one of my favorite secondary characters, but also deals with the way this society treats homosexuality and really any sexual identification beyond a heteronormative one—ultimately they ended up on the chopping block because of pacing concerns.


    The third “excerpt” is actually a selection from my outline-in-progress; it is, as you will see, indicative of the, ahem, relatively fluid nature of my creative process. In other words, it proves I have no real idea what I’m doing when I’m writing!

  


  Sections from the first draft of


  
Pandemonium
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    1.


    The DFA convenes at the Javitz Center on the far west side of Manhattan. In New York City and its sister-cities—Brooklyn, Queens, Staten Island, the Bronx—there are over 600,000 members in the adult chapter of the DFA alone, and more in the youth and children’s division.


    That’s the kind of fact Raven used to grill me on before we left the Wilds.


    Other facts about the DFA, facts I could rattle off in my sleep:


    Stands for: Deliria-Free-America


    Founded by: Thomas Fineman, Ph.D, M.D.


    Country-wide Membership: 23.6 million


    Motto: No Child Left Behind.


    Wants: To make the Cure mandatory and readily available for everyone aged five and up, no exceptions.


    It’s snowing again, thick white flakes that turn to slush as soon as they hit the pavement, or the churning wheels of the occasional passing truck. The nearest bus stop is a good ten minutes away, at the far side of Grand Army Plaza.


    I stomp along Prospect Park West. The park is a stark black-and-white photo on my right: a smear of black mud; a stretch of pure white snow, unmelted; a black crow picking at the frozen ground; black, bare trees, encased in glittering white ice. I see one man walking in the distance, making solid black tracks in the snow. Other than that, the park is empty. During the summer it is often filled with children. We can hear them laughing and shrieking when Raven let’s us open the windows, and sometimes I like to close my eyes and imagine myself back in Portland—the old winding streets, the smell of fish by the docks, the lapping of the water, the sun blazing against the bay.


    I pass an old subway entrance, now gated off. In the old days, before the cure and all the fences, people used to ride the subways to get from one place to another. Raven describes enormous tunnels burrowed in the ground, and great rattling trains, packed with people, faces passing white and starkly lit through the hot darkness. She describes it so well, in so much detail, it is almost as though she has been in the subways herself, which I know she hasn’t. That’s the thing about Raven. She’s a great storyteller. People believe her.


    Leaders are like that. Great storytellers.


    The subways are closed now. The government doesn’t like its people to go underground, to dark places where they can’t be seen, and watched, and measured. That is the number one principle of this country: you are always being watched. And even when you’re not, if you feel that you are, the effect is the same.


    That is how they keep control.


    It reminds me of a song we used to sing about Santa Claus.


    He knows when you’ve been sleeping/he knows when you’re awake/he knows when you’ve been bad or good so be good for goodness sake.


    It’s an old song; Santa Claus is the male-version of a fairy; he brings presents to well-behaved children on their birthdays. It’s supposed to be a happy song, but the lyrics always freaked me out when I was little.


    You’d better watch out/you’d better not shout/you’d better not cry/I’m telling you why . . .


    There are only a few people waiting for the bus, and it comes right on time, moving slowly and majestically down the empty street like a barge floating down a semi-frozen river. My stomach performs a little excited flip as I board, stepping up into the chugging heat, the smell of old feet and chewing gum. In Portland, I hardly ever got to ride the bus, except for once or twice a year, if we had a track meet off-Peninsula. I scan my identity card and pay with a token, then slide into an empty seat near the back. I slip a pair of headphones over my ears. They don’t actually connect to anything—the other end of the headphones is stuffed into my bag—but I’ve found that wearing headphones is a good way to get people to leave you alone. Not that people usually talk to me. I’ve been good at blending in, fading into the background, for my whole life.


    Maybe that’s why Raven chose me for the mission.


    Before we can cross the Brooklyn Bridge we are stopped, as always, by patrol. Three regulators board—two men and a woman in standard-issue blue uniforms—and request to see our identity cards again. Manhattan and Brooklyn are separate cities. Each is enclosed in its own border, and technically it should require written governmental consent to pass between them. But because they’re sister cities, we’re allowed to go between them after passing a basic identity check.


    One woman—somewhere between twenty-five and thirty, I would say; it’s hard to narrow it down further with cureds—gets her number called into SVA and her purse searched. Security details have the right to search citizens at random; at any time, any of us can be stopped, and all of our possessions search. That’s part of the ever-turning eye. You never know when it will suddenly turn on you.


    We all have to wait on the bus until the call comes back from SVA. The woman is legit. The regulators de-board, and wave us through onto the Brooklyn Bridge.


    This is my favorite place in New York, even though technically it is a no-man’s land: a dead zone, unofficial, unbordered, unenclosed—a gap between cities, like a breath between words. Actually, that’s why I like it. As the bus skates along above the sparkling slate water I can almost imagine that I am back in Portland; or, even better, that I am a bird.


    Alex used to say I reminded him of a bird.


    Then it’s down through the iron gates on the other side of the bridge, past another round of regulators, who wave us through, watching with eyes the dull color of the river. And now we are in Manhattan: a sudden landscape of stone and steel, chasms of it.


    Walls everywhere.


    There’s more traffic in Manhattan than I’ve ever seen in my life, more working cars. When I first came to Brooklyn, I used to go to Times Square just to watch them, sometimes a dozen at a time, one right after the other. Still, the roads are almost empty. We get stuck on 31st street behind a garbage truck that has backed into a soot-colored snowbank, and by the time I get to the Javitz Center the meeting has already begun. Still, I take a second. I inhale the sharp, cold air. I think myself even deeper into this girl, this shell of a person: Lena Morgan Jones, cured. And as I do, I feel the cold seeping into my body, bringing the numbness.


    I’m ready.


    2.


    Hunter shows me how the messages are passed to us: how the sympathizers on the Other Side alert us to an arriving shipment.


    “Come on,” he says to me, one morning after breakfast. Blue and I are in the kitchen, scrubbing dishes. Blue has never quite opened up to me. She is humming quietly to herself. She answers my questions with simple nods or shakes of her head. Her smallness, her shyness, the thinness of her bones: when I’m with Blue, I can’t help but think of Grace.


    That’s why I avoid her as much as possible.


    “Come on where?” I ask Hunter.


    He grins. “You a good climber?”


    The question takes me by surprise. “I’m okay,” I say, and have a sudden memory of scaling the border fence with Alex. I replace it quickly with another image: I am climbing into the leafy branches of one of the big maples in Deering Oaks Park. Hana’s blond hair flashes underneath the layers of green; she is circling the trunk, laughing, calling up for me to go higher.


    But then I must take her out of the memory. I’ve learned to do that here, in the Wilds. In my head I trim her away—her voice, the flashing crown of her head—and leave only the sense of height, the swaying leaves, the green grass below me.


    “It’s time to show you the nests, then,” Hunter says.


    I’m not looking forward to being outside. It was bitterly cold last night: the wind shrieked through the trees, tore down the stairs, probed all the cracks and crevices of the burrow with long, icy fingers. I came in half-frozen from my run this morning, my fingers numb and blunt and useless. But I’m curious about the nests—I’ve heard the other homesteaders use the word—and I’m anxious to get away from Blue.


    “Can you finish up here?” I ask Blue, and she nods, chewing on her lower lip. Grace used to do that, too, when she was nervous. I feel a sharp pang of guilt. It’s not Blue’s fault that she reminds me of Grace.


    It’s not Blue’s fault I left Grace behind.


    “Thanks, Blue,” I say, and lay one hand on her shoulder. I can feel her trembling slightly beneath my fingers.


    The cold is a wall, a physical force. I’ve managed to find an old windbreaker in the collection of clothes but it’s far too big, and doesn’t stop the wind from biting at my neck and fingers, slipping beneath the collar and freezing my heart in my chest. The ground is frozen and the frost-coated grass crunches under our feet. We walk quickly, to stay warm; our breath comes in clouds.


    “How come you don’t like Blue?” Hunter asks abruptly.


    “I do,” I say quickly. “I mean, she doesn’t really talk to me, but . . .” I trail off. “Is it that obvious?”


    He laughs. “So you don’t like her.”


    “She just reminds me of someone, that’s all,” I say shortly, and Hunter turns serious.


    “From before?” he asks.


    I nod, and he reaches out and touches me once, lightly, on the elbow, to show me he understands. Hunter and I talk about everything except Before. I know nothing about his life before the homestead; he knows nothing of mine.


    Of all the homesteaders, Hunter is the one I feel closest to. We sit next to each other at dinner; and sometimes we stay up afterwards, talking until the room is smudgy with smoke from the dying fire.


    Hunter makes me laugh, even though for a long time I thought I would never laugh again.


    It wasn’t easy to feel comfortable around him. It was hard to shake all the lessons I learned on the Other Side, in Portland, warnings drilled into me by everyone I admired and trusted: the disease, they taught me, grew in the space between men and women, boys and girls; it was passed between them in looks and smiles and touch, and would take root inside of them like a mold that rots a tree from the inside out.


    One day, when we were lugging water together, I stumbled. Hunter reached out to steady me and I jerked away quickly, upsetting one of the buckets in the process. We were almost back to the Homestead. I would have to go all the way back, now, or risk a scathing lecture from Raven—which I dreaded even more than the long walk back to the river.


    That’s when he said it: “You know I’ll never fall in love with you, right?” His eyes were sparkling.


    “What are you talking about?” I was tired, angry about the spilled water, and even angrier about the fact that Hunter seemed to find the whole situation amusing. “I just don’t want you grabbing at me, that’s all.”


    He shrugged, held up both hands. “I’m just telling you—you’re safe. I’ll never fall in love with a woman.”


    It was strange to hear him call me that: all my life, even though I’d helped Carol run the household, and helped Jenny with her homework, and babied Grace, and bathed her, I’d never felt like anything but a girl.


    “You—you weren’t cured, were you?” I asked, even though I knew it was impossible. Hunter didn’t have the scar.


    Hunter laughed. “I said I could never fall in love with a woman,” he said. “I didn’t say I could never fall in love.”


    It took me a full five seconds to understand what he was trying to say; and then I did, and a cold hard knot built itself in my stomach. “You’re . . . you’re Unnatural.”


    I could barely speak the word. In Portland we were taught that boys who liked boys, and girls who liked girls, went against the order of things. They were mistakes in the pattern; aberrations. Fortunately, the cure worked for them, too. It worked to make them normal.


    Hunt’s smile vanished. “I hate that word,” he said. “You don’t really believe any of that crap, do you?”


    I didn’t answer quickly enough. “I—”


    His eyes turned steely. “I don’t seem unnatural, do I?”


    “No. No, of course not. I just—”


    “Pinch me.” He shoved his arm in my direction, bunching his jacket so his skin was revealed: the darkness of summer had faded into a thick constellation of freckles. “Go on, pinch me.”


    I reached out and pinched his forearm.


    “I feel natural, don’t I?” he said, and then started stalking ahead of me, leaving his buckets.


    “Hunter—” I called after him. I could tell I had really hurt him, but I didn’t know what to say to make it better. And I was still upset, too; I had never known an unnatural, never gotten as close to one as I had gotten to Hunter. Years and years of education had taught me that he was wrong and needed correction.


    But they had lied about everything else.


    “Hunter!” I tried again, and left the buckets, jogging to catch up to him. Thick briars grew on either side of the narrow path. Their branches were covered with thorns, which tore at my jeans as I passed. All of a sudden Hunter stopped abruptly, whirling around to face me. He must have caught his hand on one of the thorns: a thick cut ran jaggedly from his thumb to his wrist, swelling with blood.


    “And see?” He was still angry with me. His eyes were blazing now, all of the sparkle turned to fire. “I bleed normally, too. That’s natural, isn’t it? I bleed like everybody else.”


    He was shaking, ever so slightly. For a moment we just stood there, looking at each other. Then I unzipped my windbreaker and took the hem of my sweatshirt, using it to clean off Hunter’s palm.


    “You have to put pressure on it,” I said. “Otherwise it won’t heal right.”


    After that, Hunter and I were truly friends.

  


  
    3.


    Act Two:


    Chapter Five:


    Lena goes to a meeting for the DFA. Mixed? She sees Julian speak. He is not cured, is surrounded by bodyguards . . . or maybe she sees his father . . . ?


    Julian cannot be cured because of rare brain tumor OR condition/similar . . . epilepsy, has already had multiple work on his brain. Getting the cure has a 50/50 chance of killing him. But he is going to do it anyway!


    Lena believes she is there to look around, infiltrate the inner circle. Frustrated because she is not doing more. Is almost positive that they are planning something on the raid day . . .


    She sees Julian have some kind of interaction; he jerks away from her accidental touch. She feels contemptuous of him. He is risking his life, throwing it away, for an underground existence—while some people have risked everything for a chance to see the light.


    Chapter Six:


    Next: small interlude. Body becoming hard as wood. Someone always being sick? Getting colder—relocation starting. Also need to see how they get supplies. Needs to kill an animal for the first time. Maybe as part of the relocation, they bury supplies at different points along the road. We see how they get supplies, here; Lena learns how to climb the trees, and they wade into the icy water when the shipments come.


    Chapter Seven:


    Night after the DFA. She is lying in bed, hearing Tank and Raven’s voices through the wall. They are not fighting anymore. It is a lullaby hum. We find out here that they are together. She gets up, feeling restless. She likes being able to go outside after curfew, now. Likes the nighttime. Goes outside to Prospect Park—she sees a patrol in the distance and moves off in a different direction, down towards the lake. There, she has a strange encounter with a crazy person—she is deeply shaken, because she never sees crazy people anymore. The person touches her, makes some kind of prediction about her, perhaps? As she runs home, she sees groups of people putting up signs for the DFA rally. They are blood red.


    Interlude?


    She continues to bathe in the freezing water. The ground is turning harder as the frost sets in, etc. Lena digs and digs, bloodies her nails. Every time she fills a hole, she leaves a little piece of herself behind. Animals are getting harder to trap—this is where she kills one.


    Chapter Eight:


    She must talk, here, about the openness of love, its freedom. Hunt being gay. The relocation beginning, hard treks through the woods, tents and makeshift shelters. Someone dies, a minor character—they bury her along the way. They also come across a bear. That night Lena swears she hears something—rustling, footsteps, after everyone has gone to bed. Gets up and sees Raven duck into Tank’s tent. She follows, crouches, watches. Tank and Raven must have been fighting all day. Then she sees Raven take off her clothes, the tenderness with which Tank greets her. She almost watches them have sex. It leaves her feeling tangled up, confused. This is what emotions are like (like the Wilds): the wilderness, a wild, strange place, full of different noises, things that startle and scurry and run away. Black shadows that never take form—looming danger.


    Alex comes to her in her sleep.


    Chapter Nine:


    Lena is eating lunch alone. A girl at school tries to befriend her; she basically tell the girl to fuck off. Memories of Hana. The school is buzzing with news of the rally, and what it will mean. Pro: fewer raids, extended curfew. Most people are pro. There should be news, too, of a fire in Baltimore—hushed whispers about the Invalids.


    Lena needs to bump into Julian here in some random place. Brooklyn Bridge? It is stingingly cold but she goes there and stands outside to brace her mind, train her body. She is surprised to see him—even more surprised when he speaks to her. There is something hypnotic about him, some calm: it is the kind of calm that comes to minds undisturbed by ambiguity or doubt. She is almost jealous, almost wishes for that back.


    MORE HERE?


    Chapter Ten:


    The relocation is hard and slow, and Blue gets sick next. Raven is nearly out of her mind. It occurs to Lena that Raven might be Blue’s mother; she did say Blue was born in the Wilds. When they reach the next homestead, a little farther south, Raven insists they stay until Blue gets better. Tank and Raven have an argument about it. Raven wants to stay with her; Tank says she is endangering everyone. Next morning, Raven shows up with her eyes red-rimmed from crying. Everyone helps bundle Blue up, takes turns carrying her. She is too weak to walk. Silent, somber. When they first started the relocation, it was almost like a party.


    Raven and Lena sleep together, surrounding Blue, to keep her warm, with their arms around her. Lena thinks of Grace, is sad/devastated. Wonders what happened to her, whether she is talking, whether she got in trouble for her moment of resistance. Wonders whether she will remember about Lena, and what they will tell her about her older sister.


    Chapter Eleven:


    In some big indoor space (the old Javitz Center)? Lena has been instructed to watch Julian closely, although she doesn’t know why—that’s the frustrating thing about Raven and Tank. Everything’s on a need to know basis. Tank tells her to be careful, slips her something random (will turn out to be a knife) before she enters. She thinks it’s weird.


    Lots of police, regulators, enormous guard presence. Everyone seems anxious and jittery. They must really think the possibility of Scavengers is real, even though they won’t say so.


    In the middle of the rally (men and women segregated, of course): chaos. Guns, shooting. Julian ducks off behind the stage. Lena follows. Downstairs, a long cement hallway which she finds empty; she is jogging along, frustrated, when she is seized, blindfolded and shoved into a van. She recognizes Julian’s voice. Then she is hit over the head, blacks out. (She believes someone cracks her; really she cracks herself over the head as she is struggling.)
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    Jacqueline Novak is a comedian who lives in New York City. Her book about depression is supposed to come out in 2015, if all goes according to plan. Take a listen to her debut stand-up comedy album “Quality Notions” on iTunes. Connect with her on Twitter at @jacquelinenovak

  


  Notes from a Depressed Humor Writer As She Works on Her Humorous Book about Depression


  Jacqueline Novak


  
    So a publisher made the grave error of buying a humorous book about depression on proposal from me, as though they could trust a depressed person to finish something she started. Didn’t they know that the emotions involved in producing a book would challenge every aspect of her (my) diminished cognitive skills and daily habits? It’d be one thing if a depressive had slipped a completed manuscript under an editorial board’s door in a torn envelope, they loved it and decided to publish it, but these fools bought this thing on proposal. All I had to do was drum up some sample chapters and summaries, a whole bunch of floating-piece-of-ice items meant to resemble the tips of an iceberg that would be a book.


    I really resent them for their reckless decision to give me a book deal, because I suspect that despite their foolishness, I will still be the one to blame when I don’t finish my book on time . . . or when it’s revealed to be one of the worst uses of paper since, well, since they decided to keep producing cardboard tampon applicators even after plastic came into being—only sadists are still purchasing the cardboard ones, and I don’t think it’s our job to provide them the tools for their fetish. Fault will surely land on Ole J when they realize that it is impossible to make depression funny for more than a sentence or two.


    I’m starting to wonder if I’m suffering a fast-moving cancer and the book deal itself is a kind of Make-A-Wish gift where they don’t alert me that it’s all a ruse, because I’m going to die soon anyway. They figured why not let her pass away thinking she finally finished a creative project and got paid for it—or, was going to get paid for it. The money has been so slow I’m starting to think they only budgeted enough for this prank to last me a few months. Maybe the advancing cancer is why I feel so tired. Maybe it’s a mass in my abdomen and fried foods are not the reason behind my daily distention. That would be nice.


    If this isn’t a social experiment in which I am the sole test subject, and these publishers seriously believe I’m up to the task of doing what I say I will, then they are the ones who are mentally ill. Maybe they can write a funny book about it.


    Unfortunately, even though I know that in truth all blame lies squarely on the publishers’ corporate shoulders, and my agent’s suited shoulders, and any of the delicate freckled shoulders of any delicate, freckled friends who encouraged me, I am a depressive, and so I will inevitably go into a shame spiral when I fail. Isn’t that just rich? I will blame myself, and marvel at my inability to get it together or transcend my disorder, when really I am the one who has been failed by the people around me. And the institutions. And plenty of other entities I could identify if I wasn’t too consumed with my own self-blame.


    Sure it seems to you like I have a healthy grasp on who has wronged me, but I’m only talking big because I know you’re listening. Later, in bed, on the toilet, or half asleep on the toilet, I’ll fall into an unhealthy sense of personal responsibility, and that’s never pretty. It will involve destructive thoughts like “I committed to this project and I will finish it,” and if things get dark enough, I might have a few psychotic ideas like “I can probably get this done if I take it a few sentences at a time.” Wow.


    The really sick thing about the shame spirals is that I won’t even weep as I swirl like a hair around a drain, because disorienting circular emotional descents make up my day-to-day existence. My body is quite accustomed to the movement. You might say I’ve had my sea legs for some time.


    It became clear to me that this whole book endeavor (me, writing one) was emotionally and historically on par with that time the Atlantic swallowed the Titanic (with barely a burp) and it’s probably a coincidence but I had this realization roughly (ok exactly) around the time that I received a little something the people in the book world call Notes Back. Not to get too jargony, but Notes Back refers to, for example, “getting notes back from an editor about your draft.” Of course, you don’t know what you sent was a first draft until after the Notes Back tell you so; you might think you’d sent in a completed masterwork. Yup, that sort of shocking revelation is just the kind of dark magic you can expect from feedback and editors in general.


    In her email of large editorial notes she delved into things like structure, content, and tone, and it was this delving that disturbed me. It was like she wiped her palms on her pants, squatted down, and plunged her hands into to me to pull the book out herself. I could feel her telling me, “Things are gonna get messier before cleaner.” I sensed her exasperation that I’m unable to push it out on my own. I think I heard her lick her lips because she loves when the author dies in book birth.


    Particularly hurtful was the suggestion that I needed to make things more densely funny. The laughs were a bit diluted I suppose. The problem is surely that my sense of humor about depression has been skewed by . . . my depression. I find personal anecdotes of sobbing in public hilarious empirically, without clever imagery or startling contexts. I suppose I’ve become like the madman who laughs wildly over his own creamed peas.


    Look, my voice may be small and shaky, but nonetheless I will no longer be afraid to speak out against the publishing industry for their reckless treatment of the mentally ill. Sure they think it’s a real hoot to show interest in our perspectives and award us book deals. Yeah, they get their kicks shepherding our “best work” into the world through whatever midwifery required . . . but what about us? Don’t we have rights?


    No, we don’t. Just look at how they’re treating me.


    Apparently I’m expected to make this depression thing funny for people who are . . . not me? Oh Jesus, what the fuck do they think I am? A writer?
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    Larry Correia is a New York Times bestselling fantasy novelist. His first novel, Monster Hunter International, despite being self-published, reached the Entertainment Weekly bestseller list in April 2008, after which he received a publishing contract with Baen Books. Correia was a finalist for the John W. Campbell award for best new science fiction/fantasy writer of 2011, and his novel Warbound was a finalist for the Hugo Award for Best Novel in 2014. The Dead Six series including Swords of Exodus started as an online action fiction collaboration with Mike Kupari at the online gun forum The High Road as the “Welcome Back Mr. Nightcrawler” series of posts.

  


  
    I’ve been lucky. No one in my immediate family has struggled with mental illness. Bad decisions, criminal activity, poverty, substance abuse, and other assorted family fun but we dodged the mental illness bullet. At least as far as I know; though I suspect there was some undiagnosed depression issues in the family tree, that’s the kind of thing that tough guy Portuguese dairy farmers don’t talk about. I’ve had many friends who have struggled with mental illness though, so when I heard about this project I was glad to do what I could to help.


    Robison Wells is one of those friends and a very good man. It has been heartbreaking to watch Rob go through his struggles. Over the last few years I’ve seen Rob make progress, then face new challenges, then make progress again, and then have something else go wrong, but I’ve never seen him give up. I’ve gained a lot of respect for Rob, and I’ve gained a whole lot more for his wife and kids. Dealing with mental illness isn’t just hard on the person suffering from it, but it takes a lot from the loving people around them.


    A bunch of good people stepped up to take care of some bills and give the Wells one less thing to stress about. Of course, I was the only participant that had the bright idea to raise money by giving the guy suffering from severe panic disorder an automatic shotgun full of buckshot and turning him loose on some targets, but it all worked out.


    The Wells and the thousands of other families like them are going through some hard times. Judging by the response to this project, I hope they realize that they’re not alone.
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    This is from the original draft of Swords of Exodus. It’s totally unedited. In the final version Lorenzo goes along peacefully. In this first version however, while being held at gunpoint he distracts Anders, and both of them end up falling into the Crossroad’s fighting pit.


    This was pulled because the bit didn’t add anything to the overall story, and didn’t tell us anything about either of these characters we didn’t get better somewhere else. Plus, there is no shortage of violence and fight scenes in Swords of Exodus.

  


  Deleted scene from


  
Swords of Exodus


  Larry Correia and Mike Kupari


  
    I hit the ground on my back. The blood blackened earth was packed hard from years of fighter’s stomping on it. The air exploded from my lungs. Anders hit the ground, face first, right next to me. My body didn’t want to respond. My lungs weren’t taking in air. I forced myself to roll away. Anders put his palms on the packed earth, and launched himself to his feet, way too fast for such a big man.


    Gasping, I struggled up, and raised my hands in front of me. The pit walls surrounded me, black, and slick, and too hard to climb. The pit was only thirty feet across. I stumbled back, trying to utilize every inch of distance so that my lungs would start working again, I tripped over the body of the Mongolian, and fell on my ass.


    Anders dusted his clothing off, rolled his head on his neck, and the vertebrae made an audible cracking noise. “So, we do this the hard way.”


    “Uhhn . . . fu . . . ooh . . .” I said, as my lungs slowly filled with precious oxygen.


    He opened his coat, and there on his side in a pancake holster, was a second 10mm Smith. He pulled it with his left hand, swiped the safety off, and let the gun dangle. “You are coming with me.”


    “No fair,” I managed to gasp.


    “Two is one. One is none,” Anders stated simply.


    “Boss!” Somebody shouted over the noise of the crowd. Anders glanced up. There was another man up there, looking kind of euro-trash, and that just screamed Montalban crew. Of course Anders had brought help. “A Brother’s coming.”


    Anders shook his head with resignation. “I better make this fair then.” He thumbed the safety back on, and nonchalantly tossed his gun up to his waiting subordinate, who easily caught it. “Don’t want to piss off a Brother. They like it kept even in the pit.”


    The wild crowd died down. I couldn’t see any of them except for the people standing right at the lip of the pit, but they were all staring in the same direction. It was that same kind of silence that had engulfed the street when the urchin stealing the bag of grain had gotten bayoneted.


    There was some screaming in Mongolian, a collective gasp from the crowd, and then a chopping noise, followed by a thud. I could imagine the goggle eyes surveying the scene, looking for anymore trouble makers. Then somebody really stupid shouted something, a noise of movement, crackling robes, a second chopping noise, and the sound of another body crumpling. I think the crowd actually made an ooooohhhh noise at that one.


    I was stuck. There was no escape. I was trapped in the friggin’ Thunder-dome with a guy that outweighed me by a hundred pounds of muscle, looked like he knew what he was doing, and was built like Conan. Then I had Montalban troops above, and I just happened to be the guy that had killed their meal ticket with a surface to air missile, not to mention that since there were two hundred people about to watch this, there went my usual low profile methodology. There was no way out of the pit unless somebody threw down a rope ladder. Anders was standing thirty feet away, and very calmly, actually began to stretch, like he was about to have a work out or something. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding . . .”


    “I told you. You’re going to the Montalban Exchange.” He bent over, touched his toes, shook his hands out, and waited for something.


    That something came a moment later when the Chinese bookie began shouting. Anders yelled back at him in very rough Mandarin that there were no rules, and that he would beat me until he felt like he was done. The bookie asked what it would take for me to win.


    “I snap his fucking neck!” I shouted back.


    The crowd went apeshit at that and the money began to flow.


    I’m a decent fighter, but I’m not a stand there and slug it out, human cock-fight, kind of guy. I like to sucker punch people, shoot them in the back, stab them in the heart, or push them down a flight of stairs. If I can’t attack from surprise, I prefer to run.


    Anders, apparently, didn’t have those issues. He walked right up to me, hands held open and high in front of him. No use dicking around. My heart pounding, my vision tunneling, and auditory exclusion tuning out the roar of the mob, I went right at him.


    We collided in the middle of the pit. I’ve trained to primarily use my knees and elbows, and fight as dirty as possible. Anders had far superior reach, and I went right into a jab. I knocked it aside with my forearm, but then there was another, and another. They just kept coming.


    He’s fast! I thought to myself, right before the first toaster sized fist hit me in the jaw. I fell back, face aching, eyes watering. I ducked under the next one, and drove myself into his midsection. I threw an elbow into his stomach, and it was like hitting a cinderblock. I wrapped around him, hitting him over and over, trying to neutralize his size and reach advantage. Fat chance. He threw a knee into my side. A shower of lightning flashed through me as nerves caught on fire. His massive hand clamped onto my throat and he jerked me back, and hit me with another knee in the side of my pelvis. One of my legs went numb and crumpled beneath me.


    Anders stepped back, and snap kicked me on the inside of my other leg. It shot out from under me, and I crashed to the ground. I barely rolled aside as his boot flew smashed into the dirt where my head had been. I scrambled backward, legs tingling, and barely managed to stand before he was on me again. He hit me once, twice, three times, in the stomach, his fists feeling like they were hammering through me. My abdominal muscles locked up tight.


    Backpeddling, trying not to vomit, I recalled the words of one of the best hand to hand fighters I had ever met, the former Israeli commando, Areyh. He had been a jerk, but he sure knew how to fight. He had once told me that the scariest thing in the world was a big man who was also fast. And damn it, he was right.


    I sidestepped another swing, and slugged Anders in the face with my left fist. He moved slightly, and I hit him twice more, the meaty impacts surging back down my arms, I blocked his hook, and uppercutted him in the jaw. It was about the hardest I had ever hit anything, and fire cascaded through my now numb fist.


    The giant stepped back, spit on the ground, wiped his bloody mouth and said, “That all you got, Lorenzo?” He easily caught my next shot, trapped my arm, using leverage to the point that it felt like the tendons would snap. He pulled me in, and head butted me in the face. Stars and sparklers went off inside my skull as my brain bounced back and forth. He still had my arm. Using it as a lever combined with his massive weight, he used a Judo throw to fling me halfway across the arena.


    He was already there by the time I stood. I was desperate now. I struck upward, got lucky, and drove my palm into his teeth. I went for it again, trying to smash his nose in, like I had taken out the first guard at Reach. He twisted away, continued the spin, and his backfist crashed into the side of my head. I rocked back, raised my hands to defend myself, but Anders just went up and over my defense, and pounded me in the skull with an overhand right.


    I didn’t know how I had gotten there, but I was face down. I could taste dirt and blood. My bad ear was ringing. It was the hardest I had ever been hit. Ignoring the pain, somehow I got back up, driven only by anger and desperation, and went back at it.


    The next minute was a blur. He was just too big, too strong, and too fast. He was utterly calm. This was just business. I managed to clamp onto his arm. It was as big around as my thigh. I tried to twist his wrist, use leverage, break his elbow. Nothing. Anders hit me in the throat with the knife ridge of his hand.


    Air. No air. Black.


    I was back up, blinking. I had almost gone out. Where is he?


    Then he was behind me somehow. His arm clamped over my neck. I tucked my chin down to avoid the choke, but the pressure crushed in from the side. My elbow flew back, crashing into his ribs repeatedly, my heel stomped down his shin. But Anders felt no pain. The vise like pressure increased on my neck, and my brain felt like it was going to explode. I kept hitting him with my elbow, swinging it back, repeat, like a hammer. But each blow was getting weaker.


    Then his bicep was under my chin, a small blurry tattoo on the bottom edge of my vision, a trident and the number 4. Shit. He had the choke. I panicked, thrashed, all of my strength couldn’t budge him. My vision went to shades of grey. I kept hitting him, but I was somewhere else. Someplace warm and sleepy. The ground was beneath my face. The crowd screamed in slow motion. Pressure . . . Then all of the oxygen was cut off to my brain.


    Fuck.
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    Shawn Speakman grew up in the beautiful wilds of Washington State near a volcano and surrounded by old-growth forests filled with magic. After moving to Seattle to attend the University of Washington, he befriended New York Times best-selling fantasy author Terry Brooks and became his webmaster, leading to an enchanted life surrounded by words.


    He was a manager at one of the largest Barnes & Noble Booksellers in the country for many years and now owns the online bookstore The Signed Page, manages the websites of several authors, and is a freelance writer for Random House.


    He also contributed the annotations for The Annotated Sword of Shannara by Terry Brooks, published in 2012.


    Shawn is a cancer survivor, knows angel fire east, and lives in Seattle, Washington.


    www.shawnspeakman.com

  


  
    No family members or close friends in my life have been diagnosed with mental illness. I have been fortunate that way. But I am all too familiar with the hardship that comes with paying for medical care.


    In 2011, I was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s lymphoma. I did not have health insurance due to a pre-existing condition. After two surgeries and six months of chemotherapy, I quickly accrued a massive medical debt. It was a debt I could not pay.


    I had some great friends though—some I had met, others I had not. Over twenty writers came to my aid, donating short stories for an anthology that would become Unfettered. The proceeds from the book helped alleviate my medical debt. Without the anthology, I would have been financially destitute for at least a decade—perhaps even bankrupt.


    I owe a great debt for that kind of generosity, and it is time to help others in any way I can. All too often, the largest medical hardship does not come from the disease but from paying for treatment. I hope my contribution to Altered Perceptions helps others in similar financial straits.
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    When I finished the first draft of my debut novel, The Dark Thorn, I gave it to bestselling fantasy author and friend Terry Brooks. He had asked to read it and, ignoring the sheer panic at my literary idol reading my work, I handed it over, hoping to be told what a talented writer I had become.


    It did not happen that way. At all. Terry returned the manuscript—with notes in the margins—but wanted to talk to me first on the phone.


    “I am going to ask you a few questions, similar to how Lester del Rey edited my work,” Terry said, his voice more serious than I had ever heard it. “Here is the first one. Who is your leading point of view character?”


    “Bran Ardall,” I responded, already dreading what would come next.


    “Who is your most interesting character?”


    “Richard McAllister.”


    “That’s the book’s problem,” Terry said. “You told the story from the wrong point of view. Now, think on what I’ve said for two weeks. Then we’ll talk again about how the book can be salvaged. This is how Lester did it and this is how we are going to do it.”


    For two weeks, I hated Terry Brooks. How could he be so wrong? The book was fine just the way I had written it. He wanted me to rewrite the entire book from a different point of view? The nerve. The audacity! It would take months of work! What did he know anyway? He certainly had not read the same book I had written.


    As promised, I looked at the manuscript again after two weeks. I grew angry again but not at Terry. At myself. Because he was right.


    The chapter you are about to read does not exist in the published edition of The Dark Thorn. I rewrote the book from Richard McAllister’s point of view and much of it vanished. But the scene features a very different Bran Ardall and a very different meeting with the wizard Merle and his portal knight Richard McAllister.


    I hope you enjoy a look at the hardest writing lesson I have yet had to learn.

  


  Unused chapter from


  
The Dark Thorn


  Shawn Speakman


  
    Chapter 7


    Bran stood in the sterility of his mother’s study, wondering why he continued to wait.


    The house without was still. Weak light from three windows sifted into the room through open blinds, but no warmth filled it. Bookshelves held unopened new books while four plush chairs and a short round table displaying a beautiful chess set took up the center of the room and showed no wear from use. Orchids sprouted from vases but Bran could not tell if they were real or not. Dust covered no surface, the smell of disinfectant and polish tinting the air. Each object sat in the same place it had since Bran’s childhood, familiar without comfort.


    It was a beautiful house, one of the largest near Volunteer Park on Capitol Hill, but it had never felt like a home—not after his father had died.


    Bran now wondered if it ever had.


    Despite his discomfort, he waited willingly. It was his only choice.


    After Bran had left Archbishop Glenallen, he had walked down to Pioneer Square, seeking the truth. It was all he could think to do. With the viaduct looming behind him and few people roaming the Sunday streets, Bran returned to the place of the attack, looking for evidence that would lead to answers. Refuse lay stacked for pickup, wafting to his nose, and nothing stirred—not even rats. No aspect of a cu sith carcass remained—no blood, bone or fur. The only proof Bran was not insane lie in the shattered brick of one building wall and a large scorch mark like those he had seen on the Underground Tour.


    Bran knelt and touched the blackened spot. It was a thin film of baked ash.


    After he had fled that night, the obliterated grisly remains of the cu sith had been reduced to charcoal. The question was what had left the mark in the alley and those beneath the city.


    Nothing else presenting itself, Bran had left. Like the alleyway, he had been at a dead end.


    Now, as a last chance to unravel riddles, Bran waited to speak with his mother.


    Archbishop Glenallen and Elizabeth Ardall had maintained a close relationship for years. The archbishop gave special spiritual guidance to those of St. James who had great amounts of money. Coming from one of the wealthiest founding families of Seattle, she had great influence and had been one of the first people the archbishop had befriended. She knew more about him than Bran did. He hoped she would have insight into why the archbishop had lied.


    Not knowing how long his mother would take to prepare, Bran sat the table.


    And picked up one of the black knights from the chessboard.


    The game held the room’s only worthwhile meaning. Years earlier when Bran had been only six, a storm had blackened the block. With candles set up, Charles Ardall had taught his son how each piece moved, the first time either of them had played a board game together.


    Bran caught on quick until their third game.


    “You don’t want to do that,” Charles Ardall had cautioned.


    Bran stopped his move. “But why?”


    “Think it through,” his father said, grinning.


    Bran did. He didn’t see it.


    “Take your time.”


    “What’s your favorite piece, Dad?” Bran asked, still looking.


    “Each piece is powerful in its own right, Bran,” his father said. “And as a player you will choose what is best for your game. Some people think the queen has the most power. Others use their pawns creatively like one battle unit. Your grandfather loved his bishops.”


    “What piece do you like?” Bran had asked.


    Charles Ardall picked up his black knight, the horse head intricately carved.


    “Why?”


    “It can move in a way no other piece can,” his father said. “Over pieces to attack the unsuspecting. The sneaky attack is the wise attack. Have you seen my attack yet, son?”


    Bran had thought it through. He had taken his time. Eventually he saw the series of moves his father had laid down for checkmate. And despite admonishments from his wife, Charles Ardall played Bran long into the night until the son beat the father.


    Older now, Bran knew his father had let him win.


    Still holding the knight, he smiled. The memory was one of his fondest.


    His father died the next year.


    As if aware of his thoughts, Elizabeth Ardall entered the room then, a wispy wraith of a woman, her hair tightly bound in a graying bun and a cigarette burning from her thin-lipped mouth. A fully buttoned gray business suit covered skin the color of milk. One hand carried a pack of cigarettes and the other carried a short glass of rocky bourbon.


    “Bran, it’s Monday,” she chastised, watery blue eyes scanning him as she sat across from him. “You should be in school.”


    “I’m fine, mother. I wouldn’t have visited if I had fallen behind.”


    “You don’t visit unless you need something,” she remarked, tapping her cigarette in an ashtray. “And you should have a major by now.”


    “I am working on it,” he replied, already hating being put on the defensive. “If I don’t pick wisely I’ll need another year to graduate and we both know you wouldn’t want that.”


    “No. That wouldn’t please me at all,” she exhaled. “Your father had the same problem. Something wrong with you roaming men. Can’t settle.”


    Bran suppressed anger that threatened to overwhelm his composure. For years he had ignored similar comments made about his father, his mother all too willing to rebuke the dead. One day Bran knew he would speak his mind or snap.


    “I’m here to ask you about Archbishop Glenallen,” he said simply.


    “What would prompt that?” she questioned, frowning. “You know him as well as I do.”


    “Do you think he is an honest person?” Bran asked. “A honorable person?”


    She guffawed smoked. “He wears God’s cloth.”


    “I know but—”


    “I’ve known the Archbishop a long time,” she said, sipping on her bourbon. “He is a great man. Unselfish. He has given much to support the Church. To support his flock.”


    “Well, I don’t trust him.”


    She frowned deeper. “Why not?”


    “I just don’t.”


    “Oh pish posh, Bran,” his mother chided. “Whatever your reasons, I doubt they are good ones. Archbishop Glenallen is responsible for a great many souls. Your role is not to question him. When you grow up, travel, firm up your belief, you’ll understand his responsibilities more, I think. As many others have before you.”


    “You haven’t allowed me to travel.”


    “That’s not true,” she scowled. “If you had wanted to go, you would have.”


    Bran bit his tongue. She was wealthy. He was not. She prevented him from working to keep him focused on school. The money he needed to travel would have to come from her and in the past she hadn’t given it.


    “Does this have anything to do with your visit to St. James yesterday?”


    Bran cursed inwardly. If he had any questions about the archbishop’s integrity, they were answered now.


    “No, it doesn’t,” Bran lied. “He called you, obviously.”


    “He is worried about you,” she said. “Asked if you were on drugs.”


    “He should mind his own business,” Bran spat.


    “Your father would not approve of your disrespect.”


    A dam broke inside Bran, the water having built up over years. “Leave my father out of this, mother,” he snapped. “He is gone and has been a long time.”


    Lightning flickered in stormy eyes and the pink of her rouge darkened, but Elizabeth Ardall remained rigid. “How dare you talk about your father that way? Maybe you are on drugs. You should be ashamed of yourself.”


    “It’s your fault, mother,” he grated. “Yours.”


    “Fine,” she growled, the tendons of her neck taut. “You want to hear about him? I know it’s what you want. For years and years.” She looked away. “What’s so pressing you’d treat me this way?”


    Questions gathered in a jam at Bran’s throat.


    Elizabeth Ardall exhaled smoke in a plume. “Well?”


    “I know how you met. At school.”


    The features of her face softened. “Yes, at school. He was alive and free and open—the opposite of my father. The opposite of me, I guess. He was an only child, an orphan, and sweet, new from the Midwest and building a new life for himself. He had verve for life and doing what was right, no matter the cost. And too smart for a lot of people.”


    “What did he major in?”


    “History,” she said in mid-drink. “For a time.”


    “Then what?” Bran pressed.


    “He never completed school. He dropped out after his junior year.”


    “Why?”


    She looked out the window. “He was weak and made a choice.”


    “What choice?” Bran questioned, intrigued to know. Needing to know.


    “He took a job he was offered,” she said, the wrinkles of her face deepening, the sips of bourbon coming quicker. “And never should have taken.”


    “The job that got him killed?”


    She stared off beyond Bran, as if seeing the past anew. “He was too intelligent not to stay and finish school.”


    “What company was it for?”


    “Bran,” she signed, returning her hard gaze to his own. “I can’t remember that. It’s been a long time. He . . . traveled a lot.” She paused. “To his credit, I think it was as hard on him as it was on me.”


    Past sorrow clung to his mother like a shroud. It weighed her down. Bran suddenly felt guilty. “I am sorry for bringing up such painful times, mother.”


    Silence filled the room. Neither spoke.


    “How did he die?” Bran questioned after a time.


    “You know how he died.”


    “I know what you’ve said, not what actually happened.”


    A shrewd twinkle entered her eye, but her lips were pursed. “He died in Ireland. He was there on business and an IRA bomb blew the building his car was parked next to. An American killed by a bomb meant for another country’s people.”


    “There is more than that,” he pressed.


    She turned hard as stone. The end of the cigarette turned crimson as she sucked on it. “It’s all I know. The IRA denied it vehemently in the media, but it was what it was. Your father was killed by a terrorist.”


    “I don’t believe you,” he said. “There has to be more to it.”


    “Ungrateful,” she warbled, angry and cold once more. “You know, you are a lot like him. Stubborn to a fault. He’d never listen to me. His belief he could change the world led him to his death.” She stubbed her cigarette. “I have never seen you like this. Is the archbishop right? Is it true?”


    “What? That I’m on drugs?” Bran said with disdain. “Get real, mother.”


    She lit another cigarette from her pack and inhaled. “That little hussy of a girlfriend had better not be getting you involved in bad habits.”


    “Heather is the least of your worries, mother,” Bran sniped angrily.


    Elizabeth Ardall pierced Bran with harsh eyes. “That’s something your father would have never done,” she said. “He was as cool as a cucumber in a salad, that one.”


    Bran returned the knight to its place on the board.


    “I should get back to school.”


    “Archbishop Glenallen will not come to me about your delusions,” she continued. “Make sure that doesn’t happen again, Bran.”


    Bran stood then and moved to kiss his mother on one leathery cheek. She leaned in but a fraction. It was all she ever gave.


    “I love you, mother,” he said with no warmth.


    She did not respond.


    Bran made his way past the double staircase and out through the mansion’s oversized door on his way to the bus stop and skidded to a halt on the cobblestone walkway.


    He had visited his mother to discover information about the archbishop. He now left without having gained the answers he craved. His mother had moved the conversation away from Archbishop Glenallen—with purpose.


    She had known what she was doing.


    Once outside, he looked back at the only home he had known.


    It would never be home again.


    A floorboard creaking echoed like a gun blast into his dreams.


    Bran sat up in bed, eyes sweeping the darkness. Moonlight glimmered on his second floor window’s blinds but failed to illuminate further, leaving all draped in a curtain of mystery. The sound had come from outside his bedroom door or within his room, warning even his sleeping mind. No roommates would be up at such an hour; Heather had not spent the night.


    Memories of the cu sith attack rose up, reminding him not to take anything for granted. Danger could come from the most innocent of places, including his bedroom.


    With heart hammering, Bran swung silently out of bed and plucked a wooden bat from against his nightstand.


    Fastening his grip about its handle, he reached for the bedside lamp.


    Before he turned it on, light like the sun flared in his room.


    Blinded and unsure what was there, the impulse to swing first and ask questions later shot through his muscles, adrenaline prepared to unleash Hell.


    “Sit down, Bran Ardall.”


    Bran withheld the fall of his weapon, frozen in place. The owner of Old World Tales sat in a chair, legs crossed, eyeing Bran with twinkling blue eyes. At his side, the homeless man from the alley leaned against the wall, his perpetual frown chiseled deep.


    “What are you doing here?” Bran hissed, keeping the bat raised. “In my room!”


    “We mean you no harm,” Merle assured.


    “No harm yet, at least,” the derelict man added.


    “Hush, Richard,” Merle derided darkly. “Now.”


    Frown deepening, Richard looked to the floor and remained silent.


    “I meant what I said, Bran,” the bookseller pledged. “We mean you no harm. But you must hear what I have to say and now, in the middle of this night.”


    “It can wait until tomorrow,” Bran said, fear heating him.


    “There may not be a tomorrow if we do not talk, Bran,” Merle said. “At least not a tomorrow for you.”


    “Has this to do with the other night?”


    Merle nodded. “Will you listen now?” Bran kept his guard up but nodded. “How much do you know about pre-civilized Britain?” the old man asked.


    “I want answers,” Bran growled.


    “Yes, yes,” Merle said impatiently. “Answer my question. Maybe those answers will be yours finally.”


    “I’ve read a bit,” Bran said, looking from one man to the other. “A lot since the other night, in fact.”


    “Then, in short, you know it was ruled by Celtic tribes before Rome annexed it.”


    “Right,” Bran said, relaxing a bit. “Julius Caesar conquered lower England.”


    “Just so,” Merle agreed. “And what religion did he encounter there?”


    “The Celts were pagans, I think,” Bran replied. “Believed in many gods and goddesses. Kind of like Rome.”


    “Very true,” Merle approved. “Christianity eventually grew in Rome and spread through the empire. When that happened, the religion the Celts practiced all but disappeared over night.”


    “How does this tie in with what happened to me?”


    “What you experienced the other night was real,” the old man said. “Celtic machinations with you at their heart. You were attacked by creatures this world has not known for millennia.”


    Bran sat on his bed, quiet. The bookseller waited quietly.


    “That’s heresy,” Bran murmured. “Folklore.”


    “All folklore has a basis of truth,” Merle said, shrugging. “Like a kernel on the cob that never explodes into popcorn. Quickly lost as worthless, but that doesn’t invalidate its truth.” When Bran didn’t say anything, the bookseller smiled. “That’s right. You are thinking it.”


    “What history books call mythology is . . . real?” Bran nearly laughed.


    “Yes.”


    “All of it?”


    “The gods and goddesses Julius Caesar encountered and fought existed and still exist,” Merle said. “He went there looking for riches and resources to expand the empire. In his first effort, he encountered far more than he bargained for. The Celts, with their gods, repelled the Roman general. The next summer he brought several battalions of his heartiest fighters and that was the beginning of the end for the Celts and their religion.”


    “But you say they still exist?” Bran questioned.


    “They disappeared,” Richard said.


    “Not exactly,” Merle corrected. “They retreated from Rome Christian advance over the next three centuries, withdrawing deeper and deeper into the wilds of what would become Wales, Ireland, and Scotland—and when they had nowhere left to run, from this world entirely.”


    “I don’t know what to believe.”


    “You were attacked for a reason,” Richard growled. “That was real enough, wasn’t it?”


    “How can you know it was for a reason?” Bran asked. “I’m no one.”


    “Someone does not believe that, Bran,” Merle said.


    “Who then?”


    “If you’ve done enough reading, you’ll know magic heavily influenced the ancients. This world has relegated magic to unreal blasphemy, a novelty for slight of hand magicians and Hollywood. As Julius Caesar discovered and those after him, magic does exist, albeit lesser now with the turn of technology, and it existed when the Celts ruled the breadth of the Isles. Part of their power relied on artifacts imbued with abilities—weapons, mirrors, brushes . . . you get the idea. One of these, a mirror with extraordinary power, is owned by the Lord of Annwn—and he wants you dead.”


    “Annwn?” Bran scoffed. “Annwn is the Celtic name for Avalon.”


    “You are more well read than I had hoped,” Merle said, giving Richard a smug ‘I don’t ya so’ look.


    “So Avalon? The Avalon?” Bran asked. “The place King Arthur was taken to recover from his wounds after battling his son, Mordred?”


    “The same,” Merle said. “It’s where most of the fey traveled to flee persecution.”


    “Bullshit,” Bran rejected.


    “Not at all,” Merle said. “I’d think after what you witnessed the other night that you’d be a bit better at taking something on faith.”


    “Who are you, really?” Bran asked, putting on a shirt and sweats. “You’re obviously not a bookstore owner.”


    “No games,” Richard said to the old man. “Just tell him.”


    “Actually, I am a bookstore owner,” Merle said. “My birth name is Myrddin Emrys. I was born on the shores of northern Wales and have since been counselor and guide to those who would listen.” He paused. “Some have called me Mithranlyn, Maerlyn, and He Who Cannot Die. You’d know me better as Merlin of the Lake, I’d wager.”


    Bran looked from Merle to Richard and back again. “You actually believe this.”


    “Believe it, boy,” Richard said. “The rest will come easier if you do.”


    “It would make you centuries and centuries old!”


    “Fourteen of them, to be exact,” Merle said, a sad smile on his bearded face. “Long years. Long hardships.”


    “Not possible,” Bran reiterated.


    “Oh, it’s possible. I’ve had to live it,” Merle said, pointing a finger at Bran. “Don’t ever let anyone tell you immortality is a good thing. It is a curse I wish on no other.”


    “How did it . . . ?”


    “Happen?” Richard scoffed. “You must not have gotten far in that reading.”


    “Richard, please. You are acting like Sal,” Merle chastised. “My father was a demon who seduced my mother. Baptism saved me. I live a past I have witnessed and studied for centuries but through some form of heavenly saving grace I have been given the prescience to see certain aspects of the future.”


    “A demon?”


    “Yes, a real demon,” Merle said seriously.


    “And you help guide the world?” Bran asked.


    “I try. Others say I meddle,” Merle said. “Everyone has their opinion.”


    “And you do magic?”


    “Once. But no more. It has become too . . . costly . . . to do so.”


    “So there is no way for you to prove it then,” Bran said, shaking his head. “What does Richard have to do with this?”


    “Call Arondight,” Merle directed his companion.


    Richard put his right hand out palm toward the floor, closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. Bran watched, curious. Without a word or a sound, a sword made of gleaming steal and silver etched with marvelous runes suddenly appeared in his hand, its point resting on the floor. Looking closer, the runes glowed azure with inner flames. Richard gripped the blade and stared hard at Bran. Where nothing had been a few seconds earlier, a weapon of beautiful craftsmanship now existed.


    “How did you . . . ?” Bran said, bewildered.


    “This is Richard McAllister,” Merle began. “The sword he holds is Arondight, the weapon Lancelot of Camelot wielded once upon a time and which has been passed to worthy men through the ages. Richard is one of seven knights who protect the portals between this world and Annwn. It is his role to keep this world safe from the other and vice versa.”


    “The other night, when I was attacked, I saw a burst of blue fire,” Bran said, looking at Richard. “It came from you?”


    “From Arondight,” Richard corrected. The sword disappeared like smoke.


    “It comes and goes that easily,” Bran commented.


    “The knights have been given certain attributes to carry out their duty,” Merle said, his eyes never leaving Bran.


    “And the dog and fairies that tried to kill me?” Bran brought up. “They came through this portal you speak of?”


    Merle nodded. “One such portal gave those Celtic gods and goddesses—along with many of their followers—the chance to flee Rome’s rule in the third century and maintain their religion. The Celtic mythology didn’t disappear; it merely moved. The cu sith and the fairies that controlled it are part of that world and they were after you. At the peril of those around you, they will continue trying to kill you unless you find out why.”


    “How can you know that? Do you have one of these mirrors or whatever?”


    “Fairies are tricky things,” Richard muttered. “They have no allegiance. But I am convinced they were after you at the behest of Annwn’s lord due to things they said. And it is certain they will try again.”


    “You say certain.” Bran looked at Merle. “What do you think?”


    “I think you are important in what is to come,” the old man riddled. “And it is that reason for the attempt on your life.”


    “Why am I important?” Bran asked, frowning.


    “I see much. It is but a promise of a shadow, but I sense it about you.”


    “And because they failed?”


    “Their master will not be pleased and will continue.”


    Bran was silent. He rubbed his eyes in hopes he was dreaming.


    He wasn’t.


    “To protect yourself and those you hold dear, you will have to do what is necessary, I am afraid,” Merle continued, stroking his beard. “It will be difficult.”


    “You think they could come here?”


    “Eventually, yes. It is unavoidable,” Merle responded. “Tonight. Tomorrow. A year from now. Every once in a while, one of them gets past the knights. When that happens, you won’t have Richard or the Kreche to protect you again, I’d wager. Might not happen tomorrow or the next day but it will happen.”


    “The Kreche is the beast that saved me?”


    “He is, but if I were you I would not call him that to his face,” Richard said.


    Outside a bird screeched loudly, somewhere near Bran’s window. Bran almost jumped out of his skin.


    “Arrow Jack is on watch,” Merle said, grinning. “Nothing will happen now. Not while we are here.”


    “Where did these portals come from?” Bran asked, settling down.


    “No one knows the origin of them all,” Merle said. “Some might have been here at the world’s creation—the power of demons, or angels, or by the whim of God. Who knows? Some powerful magicians constructed the others, the Seattle portal one of them. What matters is they exist, and they must be guarded. Power like that which resides in Annwn cannot be placed in the hands of the men in this world. Nor can Annwn and its people be next annexed and destroyed.”


    Bran didn’t know what to say. The overwhelming need to flee, to ignore what he was being confronted with, burned through him. He was scared. He had been attacked and without provocation. He had seen two different fey creatures with his own eyes; they had been as real as the bat he now held. If he believed the owner of Old World Tales to be the Merlin of story and fable, sorcerer, advisor to King Arthur and immortal, Bran might as well check himself into an asylum. Despite what had happened in Pioneer Square and viewing Arondight, the rational side of him still rejected what he was being told.


    But it all rang of truth. All too clearly.


    “Time is short,” Merle advised. “Others will also want to find you—that I’ve also seen. You must come with us. Now.”


    The request hung on the air. He had much to lose. A life, a girlfriend, a mother, a future he was unsure of but one he knew would work out.


    “And if I don’t go?” Bran asked.


    “You will be dead within the month, I think,” Merle said. “The Lord of Annwn is tenacious.”


    “Easy for you to say when I have no idea of knowing if it is true or not.”


    “I’ve seen greater men die for less, Bran Ardall,” Merle said, shrugging.


    “Your father was one,” Richard added.


    Bran didn’t know if he had heard the knight correctly. Merle gave Richard a dark look.


    “You knew my father?” Bran pressed.


    “I did,” Richard said, his dark eyes solemn. “For several years. A good man.”


    Bran looked at Merle. “You as well?”


    The bookseller took a deep breath. “I did. He was as Richard described him. A good man. A better knight.”


    “He was a knight?” Bran said incredulously. “Like Richard?”


    “Yes and no,” Merle interceded. “Charles Ardall was . . . unique. The role he fulfilled for the world was as important as the one Richard deals with, but it was different.”


    “If you knew him, what would he have done in this situation?” Bran asked, not liking what he was thinking.


    “Charles was in this same situation,” Merle said without hesitation. “He chose to do what is right. Two worlds are on the brink of war, I fear. If this world discovers Annwn, the war could destroy both.”


    Bran went to the window and pulled the blinds, pondering what was happening. Bright moonlight highlighted Arrow Jack. The bird was stalwart inky blackness where it sat upon a bare Japanese maple branch. When Bran had met the bird in Merle’s store, he had seen no fear in its eyes. Bran wanted to be the same. He had read enough of Celtic mythology to know there were beings and creatures that could easily destroy him if they got through one of the portals. If they were real and the power he had read about was real, Bran had to take what these two men had to say as truth.


    “And I am to leave all that I know? All that I’ve built? Classes. Girlfriend. Mother.”


    “No. It will be here for you afterward,” Merle argued. “It is not this world I am worried about. It is Annwn and what despot Philip Plantagenet, the Lord of Annwn, desires. That’s what worries me. I protect that world as much as this one.”


    “It feels like I don’t have a choice.”


    “You always have a choice,” Merle said. “It’s what God intended from the start. Choice governs the entire universe, and choice will see it to its end.”


    “A man widely regarded as the ultimate pagan druid believes in God?” Bran could hardly believe it.


    “Who said history books were right, Bran?” the old man said, eyes twinkling.


    “And what is it I am to do? Confront this Lord of Annwn?”


    “I have known this day would come for a long time, Bran,” Merle said. “Philip Plantagenet craves more than is his right. He must be stopped. He has some design on this world and I do not know what it is. I do know this—you coming with us is the only way to protect the peoples of two worlds. It’s the only way to—”


    “It is the only way for me to be safe,” Bran finished.


    Merle nodded.


    “Do we go to kill him then? Is that your intent?”


    Merle looked to Richard. The homeless man stood hard, impassive like stone.


    “I see,” Bran answered for them. “You ask me to be a murderer.”


    “If you do not go, Richard will fail,” Merle countered. “And you will die here. Of that, I have seen all too clearly.”


    “Dying—that is the lack of choice I am talking about.”


    The other men waited. Bran looked from the stoic face of the knight back to the wizard. Answers he had searched for the last few days—some of which Bran had needed for years and years concerning his father—were within his grasp. But that knowledge would come at a price, one where he’d have to leave all he knew. If he did what Merle asked of him, he’d have to notify Heather as well as his professors. They would have to believe he was leaving Seattle. He would have to come up with something plausible to not arouse suspicion.


    Uprooting his life would be the easiest part, he thought darkly.


    He threw the bat on his bed, turned on his computer, and began putting on clothes.


    “I’ll be ready in ten minutes.”

  


  [image: ]


  Annette Lyon


  
    [image: ]


    Photo © Heather Adams


    All content in this section © Annette Lyon

  


  
    Annette Lyon is a Whitney Award winner, a two-time recipient of Utah’s Best of State medal for fiction, and a two-time winner of the Quill Award from the League of Utah Writers. She’s the author of more than a dozen novels plus a cookbook, many novellas, a grammar guide, and over one hundred twenty magazine articles. Annette is a cum laude graduate from BYU with a degree in English. When she’s not writing, editing, knitting, or eating chocolate, she can be found mothering and avoiding the spots on the kitchen floor. Find her online at blog.annettelyon.com and on Twitter: @AnnetteLyon

  


  
    I didn’t recognize my first brush with mental illness in a loved one. At the tender age of five, maybe six, all I knew was that my mother was always sad and withdrawn. She pulled into herself, going about her days mechanically. Yet her hair and makeup were done; she looked like Grace Kelly. No one would have guessed that she had clinical depression.


    When I was sixteen, we watched a television show featuring a self-test for depression. One question: “Have you ever contemplated suicide?”


    Mom casually marked yes. I gaped, feeling as if my world had broken into pieces. The secure foundation I thought I’d had suddenly felt like glass above a ravine, about to shatter below me.


    The quiz said I had depression too, something I already knew. But I was stuck. Mom wouldn’t seek treatment of any kind, thinking she could cure herself through diet, prayer, and sheer will. A healthy diet probably is better for depression than one of junk food, but her depression stayed. So did mine.


    My second brush with family mental illness also went unidentified at first. My wedding day was only a few weeks past when my husband gripped his chest and with terror in his eyes said, “I can’t breathe.”


    I drove him to the ER, terrified of becoming a young widow. Years later, we looked back and understood: that was his first panic attack. Depression followed his anxiety disorder.


    Many years later, my depression worsened, sinking to a scary new low. If I were to take that TV quiz again, I’d have to answer yes to the suicide ideation question. As a mother of four, I knew I had to seek help, as much for my kids’ sakes as for my own.


    Fortunately, when yet another brush with family mental illness reared its head, I did recognize it. My dear friend Robison Wells had already been diagnosed with his first mental illness, severe panic disorder. He talked about it often: his symptoms, struggles, medications, doctors, treatments. He took an active part in finding solutions.


    So when one of my sweet daughters, then only twelve, developed worsening symptoms that looked like what Rob described, I knew—knew—that something was wrong. Her doctor ran tests and prescribed medication. Her excellent therapist said she’d never seen anyone with panic disorder come in so early. She was impressed I’d figured it out.


    But this wasn’t a case of a mother being smart. I owe the early intervention entirely to Rob. He’d taught me what a panic disorder looks like. What it feels like. Day after day, night after night, my daughter’s entire body shook uncontrollably in my arms. The attacks were frightening for us both. The condition crippled her daily routines. Junior high is hard enough without a mental illness.


    She went through a lot of therapy and did a lot of hard work. Years later, she’s still on medication. But I have my daughter back. Her panic disorder and depression aren’t gone; rarely is there any total victory over mental illness. But she has the tools to beat it back. She presses on and gets stronger. When the demons return—and they do—she recognizes them and knows how to fight.


    I’d like to think I’ll never again see loved ones struggling with mental illness, but the chances of that are slim. Disorders of the brain are everywhere, and they touch virtually everyone.


    If I’ve learned anything through these experiences, it’s this: we need each other more than we know. Mental illness isn’t a battle we face alone; we fight together.


    [image: ]

  


  
    Song for Anna is a retelling of a folktale from the Finnish Kalevala. Anna’s brother Jacob is a talented singer of magic, but after the famed wizard Vane visits, townsfolk talk of nothing but him. With a bruised ego, Jacob sets out to challenge the old man to a magical duel to prove once and for all that he’s the better singer. But Jacob’s journey has consequences he never anticipated, especially for Anna. Fans of Tolkien may note that the wizard, known in the Kalevala as Väinämöinen, was the inspiration for Gandalf.

  


  Excerpt From


  
Song for Anna


  Annette Lyon


  
    Singing down snow from the cloudless spring sky, Jacob drove his sleigh past birch trees as he made his way through the thick forest. The pale leaves budded with the promise of life. Deep-green pines rose to the sky like fingers reaching for the gods.


    He maneuvered around a bend and had to slow down to make way for a group of merchants pulling wagons back to their villages. As they saw him, their faces showed both awe and disappointment—the former because they were witnessing magic sung right in front of them, and the latter because they would have to tromp through snow even though summer was around the corner.


    Jacob nodded at the group, still singing as he slid past. He went over ferns and around wild blueberry patches, having no trouble singing down just the right amount of snow to cover the ground so the sleigh’s runners could glide across the ground in spite of the warm weather. He took every journey by sleigh, regardless of the season, so he had plenty of practice creating snow. Over the years, he’d experimented with melodies, cadences, and even the words of power that condensed and cooled the air, creating the perfect snow for sleigh travel.


    Until Vane had shown up at the Maralia town market, Jacob had been certain that he was the most powerful wizard. He’d even surpassed his teacher, Old Ian. For years, Jacob had held the admiration and respect of people for miles around. They sought him out for help when a plow broke, a horse fell ill, a roof leaked. His reputation had reached far beyond little Maralia.


    Yet if I don’t win this duel, I will be turned into the village fool instead of the next wizard legend.


    The thought made Jacob increase his tempo. He sang with more intent, eager to reach the knoll where Vane made his home. The more quickly Jacob sang, the quicker he could conjure snow, and the faster the sleigh could travel. He sang a repeated six-note melody, eying the sinking sun.


    Now that it was spring, the days were longer than they had been in winter, yet he still wished for a few more hours of daylight. In another few weeks, the nights would be as light as the days were dark in the middle of winter.


    But I can’t wait for Midsummer night to challenge Vane. My reputation will be nothing but vapor by then.


    Hours of singing had begun to take their toll; in spite of the crisp air nipping his nose, Jacob’s forehead beaded with sweat from the exertion of working magic for so long, and his voice cracked on a few notes. He took off his wool cap and placed it on the bench beside him. Perhaps that would cool him down. Another deep breath for the next rhythm, then a flick of the reins so his honey-colored horse would pick up its pace yet again.


    He’d brought the faster of his two horses instead of the stronger one, yet with no idea what type of terrain lay ahead, he didn’t know if the decision had been wise.


    The narrow path he’d followed southward gradually widened into a broad, highly traveled road flanked by more trees. As time wore on, he passed fewer and fewer merchants. Their carts were responsible for the deep ruts cut into the road. Jacob purposely sang extra snow into the ruts so the sleigh wouldn’t sink into them.


    When almost an hour had passed since the last sign of anyone on the road, Jacob whistled to his horse to speed up. Soon the sleigh was practically flying through the woods and skidding around bends. Had his mother been watching, she would have been sure of his imminent death, as the sleigh narrowly missed hitting tree after tree, boulder after boulder. It might not have looked like it, but Jacob was in full control of both the sled and the snow.


    But then, out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a bear running through the trees. It looked thin and hungry after a long winter’s sleep. It was likely looking for a meal. Jacob’s voice skipped two notes. Only two, but two of the most important for the charm. The thick white flakes stopped falling just long enough for the sleigh to hit a patch of dirt and stone. The force jolted him; the horse pulled against the lines and whinnied. Jacob clung to the reins as the sleigh skidded on the dry forest road and threatened to run into a group of pines and mountain ash.


    He took a fast breath and kept singing—louder, with more complex words and runs to thicken the snow on his left. It created a bank moments before he reached the cluster of trees; the sleigh curved to the right then was back on the road.


    He pulled the reins and came to a stop, his breath too shaky to sing. He took several moments to calm his pounding heart before shaking off thoughts of his narrow escape. He cleared his throat, testing his strength. For a moment, he considered turning around and heading home. But then he thought of the village families bragging about how powerful Vane was, how they wished Maralia had such a grand wizard—pining for one right in front of Jacob, as he sang for whatever it was they had hired him for. They were certain that Vane would have healed this or fixed that better and faster than Jacob had.


    No. I must go on. I shall beat him. I must prove my strength in magic.


    He inhaled deeply and began to sing. This time he wove the charm more slowly, letting his nerves settle and his mind clear. The horse shook its mane, snorted, and continued trotting as if nothing had happened. Jacob smiled to himself, relieved. Dying in a duel with Vane would be one thing—something Jacob had no plan of doing. But to think he could have died before ever issuing the old man a challenge? That was an unbearable thought.


    Jacob kept singing, but quieter than before because he was still somewhat out of breath. He sang carefully to be sure his progress wouldn’t be halted. He hit every note and enunciated each word with deliberate intent as he focused on the path and guided the snow to fall upon the curves in the road ahead. Once again, the sleigh swished through the trees.


    Sing I snow, of white and frost.


    Falling fast before my horse


    Gently rest upon the ground


    As horse and runners fly.


    By the time he’d fully regained his breath, the road straightened ahead, so Jacob picked up the tempo. For quite a distance, the brown strip stretched toward the horizon, with no curves to maneuver. Tall trees lined the way, creating a giant corridor. He could race through this section of the forest without worrying about any turns.


    For a moment, he thought he heard the sound of sleigh bells in the distance, but surely he’d imagined it. He hadn’t seen a soul in two leagues at least, and with the sun setting, it was unlikely anyone else would be out riding at this hour, let alone a fellow singer who could make snow. Singers were rare—singers who could conjure snow even more so.


    Jacob concentrated so hard on his pitch and rhythm that he didn’t notice the crossroads ahead—or the sleigh barreling from the right—until it was upon him. Both Jacob and the other driver skidded and turned, urging their horses into sharp curves to avoid a collision. That spared their horses but slammed the sleighs into each other from the side. The sound of split wood made a sickening crunch as Jacob’s sleigh pushed into the other. Metal twisted. Splinters flew through the air.


    Jacob’s song fled his mind. Instead, a cry ripped from his throat, and the horses protested against their lines, which were hopelessly tangled. The sleighs jerked one way and then the other, out of control. Both drivers pulled on their reins to calm their horses.


    Finally, all was still.


    With trembling hands, Jacob gripped the reins. The harnesses of the two sleighs were in tangles, the sides bent, the runners contorted. Jacob sucked air in great gasps. His heart hammered with dread.


    “Reckless boy, rushing on like that,” the other driver growled as he clambered to the ground from his own damaged sleigh. The fresh snow squeaked under the man’s boots. Jacob shook himself from the shock enough to realize what had transpired. The other rider must be a singer too, if he’d also been conjuring snow and traveling by sleigh this time of year.


    Jacob peered to the right, down the crossroad in the direction the bearded man had come. A thin, even line of snow looked like a ribbon winding through the forest. It was beautiful and perfect, marred only by the runners’ tracks and horse’s hoof marks. The snow sparkled like diamonds. He looked at his own trail, at the snow he’d been so proud of. In comparison to the old man’s, it looked uneven and lumpy. Instead of glimmering in the fading light, his snow was dull and gray. Envy and doubt crept into Jacob’s chest.


    The other driver studied his bent runners and shook his head, long beard moving side to side like a pendulum. “Look what you did!” he cried, throwing his arms into the air. “The shaft-bows are bent, the hames are wrecked. My sleigh might as well be kindling. Tell me who you are, you stupid, stupid boy, so I know who to sing a curse onto.” The collar of his fur coat was turned up, cover-ing his face to his cheeks, but his eyes were clearly visible, steely and intense.


    The difference in their snow trails suddenly didn’t matter. Who was this old man who sang such perfect snow and then belittled a fellow wizard? Clearly their trails varied in quality, but Jacob had other songs more powerful than snow, which was itself a complex charm. Who was this man to show such disrespect to a singer of Jacob’s caliber? Besides, he’d been tired and distracted after a long day’s journey. Surely his first snow of the day had looked as pristine as the old man’s.


    With as much bravado as he could muster, Jacob stepped forward. “And who, exactly, do you think you are?” he demanded of the other, who had turned his back to inspect his sleigh.


    As the man crouched, only his brown fur coat was visible. He checked the damage to a runner and groaned with irritation. Jacob spoke louder to get his attention and demand respect.


    “I am Jacob, singer from the village of Maralia. I’m on an important trip, which your careless driving has interrupted. Who are you to think you can rush headlong through the woods, you miserable old man?”


    Slowly, the object of his anger straightened, fists clenched. He turned about at the same even pace, his deep-set eyes boring into Jacob’s. “Who am I?” His gravelly voice rumbled through his barrel-shaped chest. In spite of the man’s obvious age, he had strength. Judging by the breadth of his coat, his arms had to be thick with muscles, and he seemed to exude an aura of power in spite of the gray beard and the deep wrinkles in his forehead.


    Something about him spoke of legend. Something Jacob only now recognized. His mouth went dry. It can’t be. Oh, skies, no.


    The man pulled off his gray woolen hat and folded down his collar. “Who am I?” he asked, lifting his chin and enunciating each word. “My name is Vane. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?” His mouth turned up on one side as if he found the situation humorous.


    Jacob’s voice—usually deep and ready to sing—caught in his throat. “V—Vane?”


    How had he not recognized the very person he’d set out to find? Vane put his fists on his hips, spreading his coat to the sides and revealing a pouch at his belt. There was the Braid of Fate embroidered in red, and beside the pouch, the famed knife with a handle made of reindeer antler. No mistake—this was Vane himself.


    I’m not ready. He was supposed to be the one surprised. Jacob again compared their snow trails—and shivered. Perhaps Vane was the better singer. But no. Snow wasn’t Jacob’s only charm; he had practiced many other, stronger, charms. And this will be my only chance. So challenge him. Jacob stood his ground, pulling his shoulders back. But before he uttered a word, Vane spoke.


    “Move aside, boy.” He waved Jacob away. “I’ve no use for the likes of you. I must fix the damage you caused and be on my way. I have things to do. Besides, a young tyke like you should make way for his elders.” Without waiting for a response, Vane again turned his back to Jacob. He began singing in a deep, rumbling voice. One of the twisted metal runners straightened.


    Jacob fumed, caring nothing for how quickly and flawlessly the man’s sleigh was repaired. Boy? Young tyke? Jacob was a wizard several years out of training and old enough to marry besides. Fury burned in his chest. He put his hands on his hips, mimicking Vane’s stance from a moment before, and stood as tall as he could. “I suppose I am younger than you, but age alone does not bestow wits or magical strength.”


    Vane’s song paused mid-phrase. “What are you suggesting, child?” He stressed the last word as if throwing it over his shoulder as an insult.


    I succeed or fail here and now, Jacob thought.


    He raised his chin defiantly. “I will not make way for you, old man. Let the better, stronger singer have the road to himself.”


    Vane faced Jacob fully, mouth quirked with amusement. “Really, boy? And what do you know about strength or wits or memory . . . or singing? You can sing snow, I see, but that’s hardly impressive. Even a two-year apprentice can do that.” He sauntered toward Jacob, trunk-sized arms moving easily. “Hmm. I suppose you see me as a pathetic old man. Who am I, that I should know magic, when I’ve spent my days alone, staring out at the fields and listening to cuckoo birds calling to one another? Is that what you think?” The closer he drew, the more threatening his voice became.


    Jacob’s chest and throat tightened. His torso pulled back slightly, but he forced his feet to remain planted and not yield. I will beat him. Fate has brought me here. I’ll never find him again.


    Vane leaned in so their noses nearly touched and a few bristly whiskers brushed Jacob’s chin. “What makes you so special and witty and . . . magical? Why are you better than all of the others I’ve encountered?”


    Jacob gulped—or tried to; his mouth was too dry. “I’m not a child.” With the declaration, he stepped back to get more space. “I know more than you think, that’s certain. I was trained by the great Ian.” He opened his arms wide as if in welcome. “So now I challenge you. Wit to wit, song to song. We’ll see who the greater wizard is.”


    With a sigh that sounded almost like boredom, old Vane shrugged and took several steps backward. “Don’t waste my time, silly boy. You’ve already made me late. And you don’t frighten me, if that’s what you’re trying to do. No song, no spell of yours could possibly scare me. Now let me be. I have a sleigh to fix.” The old man shook his head disdainfully and returned to his song in low, vibrating tones. The side of the sleigh rippled like water then smoothed until it was as flat as the surface of a windless lake.


    Jacob tried to think. He narrowed his eyes, going through dozens of songs in his head—which should he start with? He strode forward with three large steps, grabbed Vane’s shoulder, and whirled him about to face him. The old man’s song cut off.


    “He who refuses to stand when challenged is no better than a pig.” The moment the words left his mouth, Jacob almost apologized for them. Had he truly called Old Reliable Vane a pig? Had he completely lost his senses?


    Vane arched a bushy eyebrow and sighed. “Oh?”


    “Yes,” Jacob said, balling his fists and trying to feel more powerful. He had to see this duel through. His future—and his family’s reputation and their possible wealth—all hinged on this moment. “I may just sing you into a pig. Watch me give you a snout and a curly tail.” The more he spoke, the greater his fury grew. He spoke threats before thinking them through. “Then I’ll knock you about into trees and down again, rolling across the countryside. And when you’re dead, I’ll toss your body onto a dunghill in the corner of a cowshed.” When he finished, he was breathless.


    Vane laughed.


    The sound had a bitter bite. The back of Vane’s hand touched one eye as if he was wiping away tears of mirth, but then he shook his head and calmly raised a sausage-like finger. “Only a fool threatens Vane.” He raised his arms to the sides and took a deep breath, filling his lungs.


    Jacob knew exactly what Vane was doing. He tried to take a deep breath of his own, but all of his songs fled his mind. He was going to transform the man to a pig. Yes, that was it. It might work—although he didn’t know if he could unsing that kind of enchantment. Not that he’d want to.


    The old man’s cracked speaking voice made way for a sonorous, trembling note bursting with magic. That single note conjured power at an intensity Jacob felt in his bones. Vane’s tone was low and threatening. His eyes narrowed as he sang, making the heavy lines in his forehead crease even deeper, like furrows in a field. The song felt dark, oppressive. It was nothing like the songs of childlike laughter Jacob had learned during his first year with Ian.


    This was a level of magic he never knew existed. It weighed him down, pressed on his lungs. The ground trembled. Branches in the trees above them quaked as if they, too, feared Vane. Even the hills in the distance seemed to quiver. A stream from the spring runoff, which fed a small pond, jumped its banks and splashed every which way. Stones at the shore split in two; fallen logs cracked in half with horrible booms. Jacob wanted to press his palms to his ears to keep out the cacophony, to close his eyes so he couldn’t see the world shaking from Vane’s rhythms and words.


    But Jacob stood like a stone. He couldn’t so much as lift a finger from his sides.


    Vane’s song took on higher, quicker notes. Jacob’s eyes widened as he watched his own sleigh change. The runners sprouted saplings, and the bench turned into a willow bush. The sleigh lifted from the ground as lightly as a bird and drifted toward the pond.


    Jacob tried to raise a hand in protest, but his body still refused to obey any command.


    “Stop! Don’t!”


    What enchantment could stop Vane? Again Jacob searched his memory. The song of return! That could bring his sleigh back. Jacob opened his mouth but managed barely a squeak of the tune, a mere whimper. The sleigh continued its flight.


    The spell to halt falling objects, he thought. Quick—sing.


    He conjured the words, but in his haste, the pitch was off from the first note. The sleigh floated onward. When it reached the pond at the end of the stream, it tilted slowly, suspended in the air for a moment, before landing in the center of the water with an enormous splash.


    Jacob’s mind whirled, grasping again at the lessons he’d spent so much time on. His teacher had once been as powerful as Vane. Surely Ian had taught him something that could defeat the old man. Why had every powerful charm fled him? Breathless, Jacob gasped out a simple song, one for bringing to the owner that which is lost.


    Again, failure. By now, his voice was dry and rasping—and powerless. All he could do was stammer. “My—my sleigh!”


    It wasn’t just that the man had destroyed the runners. Or that he’d dunked the sleigh into the water. It was that Jacob had been powerless to stop any of it—he’d felt as weak as a newborn kitten.


    How was that possible?


    Vane’s song continued with an intensity that held new colors and levels, ones Jacob had never heard in any magical song, but which clearly had power. In a sudden motion, his woolen scarf flew off his neck and into the sky, where it settled high above him as a rough-edged, yellowish cloud. His mittens slipped off his hands and tumbled into the air. He tried to snatch them, but they flew out of reach and transformed into lily pads that twirled their way to the pond and landed beside the sleigh, scarcely disturbing the water’s surface. Just as quickly, Jacob’s blue coat was off and drifting upward, becoming a part of the heavens like his scarf had.


    His sister’s ribbon, still tied to the button hole, became a red splotch in the otherwise deep-blue sky.


    Anna. I promised her I would return. I must go home. I must.


    Jacob summoned all his strength, keeping Anna and her ribbon in mind and bellowed, “Enough!”


    Vane’s only answer was a vicious gleam in his eye as he kept singing, his volume increasing, his eyes penetrating.


    Jacob drew in air but not enough for a strong charm. His throat felt as if a hand had clasped about it and was squeezing his windpipe. He couldn’t get a single note past his lips.


    And Vane sang on.


    Something wet seeped into Jacob’s boots. He looked down to find his feet sinking into black mud. He could have sworn that he’d been standing on firm, dry ground a moment ago. With a yelp, he tried to jump out of the charmed puddle, but the mud was thick as pitch and his feet as heavy as granite blocks. He couldn’t move so much as a toe. Slowly, he sank deeper, deeper. First his feet disappeared to the ankles.


    “Let me go!” he cried, trying to pull his feet out of the mud, with no success. “Old Reliable Vane,” he said, appealing to the wizard with respect by calling him by the name the old stories used. “You are the greatest singer the world has ever known. I confess it. Free me. Please.”


    Vane didn’t heed him. Instead, his dark song went on and on. Jacob sank deeper, slowly but inevitably, to the middle of his thighs.


    “Reverse your charm, I beg of you!” Jacob cried. For that was the only way to set him free of the magic—if Vane sang his blasted songs backward to reverse the spell. “I’ll pay you anything. Anything you want.”


    At last Vane’s song paused. He picked up a stick and peeled off some bark. “What could you possibly offer as payment that would tempt me to reverse my spell?”


    Jacob thought through his most valuable possessions. “I—I have two of the best crossbows ever created. One shoots arrows faster than the eye can see, and the other is so accurate that you can hit a coin at the end of a field. You can have either one.”


    The old singer grunted. “I don’t want a crossbow, you fool. I have plenty of my own.”


    Another deep breath, another line of song. Again Jacob sank, down, down with the music, deeper into the swampy ground. The mire reached his waist. Jacob gasped, fear racing through his body. He pressed is hands against the firm ground on either side of him, trying to lift his body, but he couldn’t budge so much as a pine needle’s width.


    He lifted his face to Vane once more. “I have two of the handsomest boats you’ve ever seen. The one can win any race.” He took several shallow breaths as the mud reached his ribs. He spoke quicker now. “And the other is sturdy. It holds safe any cargo you ask of it. Say the word, and either is yours.” Another set of breaths and then, “Or take both! Just free me, I beg of you.”


    Once again the song stopped. Vane clasped his hands behind his back and walked in a circle around Jacob, eyeing him. Jacob breathed a shaky relief at the halting of his progression into the swampy ground. The more he could keep Vane talking instead of singing, the better—but what could he offer to gain his freedom?


    The old man paused and eyed Jacob, stroking his beard. “Why would I want a boat? I have my own on nearly every river and lake between here and the North Country. I have no need for another.”


    Jacob braced himself. The dark music returned, washing over him. Again he sank into the mud. His stomach clenched into a hard knot as his hands became trapped, pinned across his chest. “No!” His torso began to disappear beneath the surface.


    “My horses!” he yelled. “I have two. The one here and another at home. This is the faster one. The other is strong and would make a good breeder. Take either. Or both. Please. Just reverse the spell.” His voice lacked all trace of confidence; he was begging for his life. His words came out shallow. With mud pressing on his chest like an iron fist, he could hardly get enough air to breathe, let alone speak.


    What I would give to sing one last time. Yet even that was lost to him.


    By the look on Vane’s face, the singer’s interest in horses was no greater than it was in crossbows or boats.


    Jacob offered all the gold he possessed. Again Vane turned him down. Of course he did. Why would a man as wealthy as Vane want gold—or anything a village boy like Jacob had to offer?


    The mud reached his shoulders. His neck. His chin. He lifted his face to the sky, trying to breathe for as long as possible. There was Anna’s ribbon again, a red blotch in the sky. If he didn’t think of something soon, he’d be a dead man, just as Anna feared. He gazed at the red mark.


    Skies, let her forgive me for never coming home.


    He’d promised to return safely. To return her ribbon, no matter the cost. There was no escaping this mess that he could see; he had no great possessions to barter with.


    Except . . .


    Suddenly Jacob knew what to offer. It was the only way to keep his promise. Anna would understand. After all, she’d told him to do whatever was required to come home alive. When he’d made the promise, they’d both assumed it meant that he’d use whatever magic he possessed to win, even if it meant trickery.


    Not this. Please forgive me, Anna.


    “Venerable Vane!” Jacob gasped as mud seeped into his ears.


    The old wizard had lost what little interest he’d had. He sat on a rock and cleaned his fingernails with his knife as he sang. The charm lacked the power it had originally possessed, which made Jacob sink more slowly—but just as surely to his death.


    “I have one more offer for you.”


    Vane didn’t pause in his singing. He didn’t even glance at Jacob, whose lips were barely free of the thick, black mud. Vane’s only response was a grunt. He sang on, clearly not interested in hearing more offers.


    “I have something I know you’d want.”


    Something in Jacob’s tone must have sounded different, for Vane’s spell halted mid-note. The wizard tilted his head. “You’re certain this time?”


    Jacob managed a small, pathetic nod. “I’m sure. Please reverse your spell.” The pressure of the mud around his chest sent blood pounding in his head, and his neck ached at being held at such an awkward angle. The slightest breath made him feel faint.


    Vane slowly strolled over and stopped in front of Jacob. “Speak up, then. What’s your final offer?”


    “My sister. My mother’s darling. Anna. She can be your prize, your wife. She’ll sweep your floors, weave your fabrics, bake your bread, and keep you warm at night.” He looked up at the ribbon in the sky. Vane followed his gaze. “See that red spot?” Jacob asked. “That is the ribbon she gave me before I left. She made me promise to return it to her. Anna is faithful and true and . . . and a very good cook.” The speech had taken his every last drop of strength; Jacob lapsed into silence and awaited the verdict.


    Vane sheathed the knife at his belt and clasped his hands behind his back again. “This sister of yours . . .” He paused and pressed his chapped lips together. “Was she at the market in Maralia two days past?”


    “Yes! She said she was at the fur trader’s booth when you arrived.”


    The bushy eyebrows rose. “Brown braids tied with ribbons? Green, if I’m not mistaken?”


    “Yes!” Had the mud not been holding Jacob captive, his knees would have given way with relief; Vane was softening.


    The old man nodded, pondering. “I remember the girl. She caught my eye, she did. Ho, ho! Now that is something worth bargaining for.” He clapped his hands then rubbed them together.


    Then he began a new song, which would bind their agreement, making it stronger than if they’d carved the contract into granite. At the right times, Jacob joined in, gasping out words and notes that promised Anna to the old man. The wizard sang the last part, accepting the offer and creating the final binding.


    With the infernal contract finished, Vane nodded his approval. “I’m a man of my word. I’ll reverse the charm.” His song sounded strange going backward, but Jacob cared only for the fact that he was—blissfully!—rising out of the ground.


    First his face was free of the mud, and clean, as if the muck had never touched his skin. Then his shoulders and chest were out. He breathed in huge gulps of fresh spring air. And he could move his arms. After a few more seconds, he pulled one foot and then the other out of the mud, stepping free of his prison into delicious liberty. His scarf, mittens, and coat returned to their proper places. His sleigh did too, better than new, with perfectly shaped runners and shiny paint.


    “Thank you, thank you, wise one!” Jacob said, dropping to his knees, and realizing that even his clothes were clean, with not a speck of mud on them.


    “I’m doing this only because of your pretty sister.” Vane climbed onto his sleigh again and took hold of the reins. “I need someone to care for me and, as you put it, keep me warm at night.” He grinned. “I’ll return to Maralia soon to claim my prize.”


    With his booming voice—a sound Jacob would never forget—Vane sang down new snow. He flicked the reins and glided away over the fresh layer of white.


    When the wizard had gone, Jacob stumbled to a nearby rock. He sat there, panting, his legs trembling like limp twigs. He fingered Anna’s ribbon in his buttonhole. He glanced up at the spot in the sky where it had been moments ago. Something ached in his chest.


    He’d done something horrible.


    This isn’t what Anna had meant when she’d made him promise to come home. He pushed himself to his feet and shakily climbed into his sleigh. He sat there, uneasy. Several minutes passed before he could calm his mind to get enough air for singing.


    At last he turned the sleigh about and drove furiously for an hour, until he was sure the old man was far away and that Jacob was truly alone. He slowed the sleigh to a stop, stepped out, and unhitched the horse. He’d spend the night in the woods. Perhaps two nights or more. Facing his family any sooner was more than he could bear. They wouldn’t expect him yet anyway. So he’d stay here, camping in the woods, until he could face the shame of telling them what he’d done.


    The shame of telling Anna.


    He caught a fish in a brook then made a simple campsite, arranging a ring of rocks for a fire pit. With a few strikes of flint, he set a pile of kindling afire. Soon the blaze had grown to a respectable size. He sat on a tree stump and roasted the fish. He could have used a simple melody to start the fire and another to cook the fish faster, but he lips wouldn’t open in song.


    Awash in guilt, he couldn’t utter a note.


    Look what pride made me do. He’d become so selfish, so eager for fame and glory, that he’d sacrificed his sister’s life for his own. He could already imagine Anna’s reaction, see the hurt and betrayal in her eyes.


    Marriage to Vane would be a fate little better than death.


    Jacob’s eyes kept returning to the buttonhole and Anna’s red ribbon. He pulled one end, releasing the bow, then slipped the piece of fine-woven linen into his hand. He threaded it through his fingers, wishing he had a song that could undo the cursed contract and set his sister free.


    But he knew of no such song. So he made a new vow: he would never sing again.
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    While in nursing school, I met a man who suffered from severe schizophrenia. He’d spent decades living on the streets, going in and out of hospitals and jails. Medication, I was told, could return this man totally to a standard baseline. The problem was, he’d stop taking his meds as soon as he was back out on the streets.


    A thought occurred to me one day about this man: what happened whenever medication shifted his brain so he’d see the world in a way the rest of us did? He’d been suffering from this condition literally for decades. He had no foundation of security to fall back upon. Seeing his situation through the eyes of a standard mind, it was devastating and tragic. His life had been swallowed by his illness.


    I imagined what it had to be like whenever he was forced back into a more neuro-typical state: he’d understand the world one way and then someone would rip away an obscuring curtain to reveal it as a completely different reality, one in which by conventional definition, he had absolutely nothing left. He might’ve been noncompliant because of many reasons—the side effects, the cost of the meds, the inconvenience. But I wondered if maybe he never stayed on his medication because he found a new understanding of his situation too difficult to face. I know I couldn’t face it if I were in his place. I don’t know if I’d have the strength to live his life.


    That man inspired many aspects of Insignia, but I don’t know what’s become of him today.
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    This was the original first chapter of Insignia Book Two: Vortex. I nixed it in part because I did a total rewrite of the story after 98,000 words and eliminated many of the plotlines, and also because this intro took way too long to get to the point. Notice it’s 11,000 words and it’s just the first chapter . . . Way too much rambling. It was a fun idea in theory. It reintroduces the world, the characters, the neural processor, and shows several aspects of Tom’s character—namely that he’s a quick-witted, resourceful kid who can blend like a chameleon with new people and situations, but who also has poor judgment and a dangerous lack of awareness of his own weaknesses. However, despite the elements I liked about this chapter, this beginning simply did not work.


    Last but not least, this was my first plan for ripping away Tom’s post-Capitol Summit glory and casting him into his usual state of underdog disgrace. Unfortunately, it happened far too soon in this version of the book. The published version of Vortex at least gave Tom a chance to bask in the sunlight of victory for a little while before he shoots himself in the foot and loses it all. Plus, the published version reintroduced Medusa and Neil in chapter one, as opposed to this version where it took far too long to bring them back into Tom’s life.


    As for some of the other cut storylines: the ghost in the machine was way cooler than the Irate Tireless Minority, plus not nearly so lacking in subtlety. Not only that, but what was I even thinking with random truck driver and random hobo guy? Not sure, but I’m glad it’s not in the published book.


    All that said, here ya go, and I hope you enjoy the original chapter one of Vortex.

  


  Original chapter one from


  
Vortex


  SJ Kinkaid


  
    Chapter One


    “Bet you a hundred bucks you won’t.”


    Tom Raines had just finished showering off the remnants of the pond water his friends hurled him into earlier. Now he paused where he was vigorously swiping at his hair with a towel, the very word ‘bet’ stopping him in place.


    “What’s that?”


    Vikram Ashwan was lounging on the bed across from Tom’s, his dark eyes dancing crazily in the dim light. “A hundred bucks says you don’t get revenge on me anytime soon. By ‘revenge,’ I mean, actually throwing me into a lake. And by ‘soon,’ I mean sometime in the next, say, two weeks?”


    He’d done it now. Tom was absolutely thrilled by the challenge. They were about to head out for a weeklong vacation, and this gave him a whole week after they returned to wreak his terrible vengeance on Vik.


    “You are on, Doctor.” Tom thrust out his hand for him to shake. “A hundred bucks says I get you in the next two weeks.” He’d win this if he had to kidnap Vik to pull it off.


    Sure, he knew Vik had conspired with their other friends, Wyatt Enslow and Yuri Sysevich, to ambush him earlier that evening. They all claimed they’d done it to haze him for getting promoted and winning Capitol Summit in the last month, but Vik masterminded it—therefore Vik would pay. And getting a hundred dollars for something he planned to do anyway? Icing on the cake.


    “I’ll enjoy taking your hundred, Tom.”


    “No, I’ll enjoy taking yours, because mark my words: I have this one in the bag.”


    “Yes, I know you think that.” Vik considered him, one finger rubbing over his chin. “But perhaps this is an opportune moment to suggest you hook in and check our downloads. Turns out, we got a message from General Marsh while you were in the shower.”


    The suppressed triumph in his voice made Tom peer at him suspiciously. “A message?”


    “Yes, a message,” Vik said gleefully. “And I think you will be very interested in seeing it.”


    Wait a minute . . .


    “Go ahead,” Vik said, a crazy gleam in his eyes, a big grin on his lips. “Take a quick look. Drink in the sight of your doom.”


    Tom narrowed his eyes at Vik, then dropped down onto his bed, and connected a neural wire between the access port on the wall, and the port on the back of his neck. His senses dimmed, the all-Pentagonal Spire message popping up before his eyes:


    Trainees:


    Given the recent exposure of Camelot Company identities, we’ve decided to open the Spire to the press for a series of PR spectacles. It’s time the American public gets familiar with the Intrasolar Combatants fighting World War Three for them.


    Therefore, enjoy your extended vacations.


    We’ve agreed to a temporary cease-fire with the Russo-Chinese forces, provided we reciprocate at a date of their choosing in the future when their own Combatants go public. As our security will be compromised by the media presence, those of you who expressed a desire to remain in the Spire for the break will have to clear out along with the others. Lieutenant Blackburn will lead a wilderness survival-training excursion for those of you unable to return home to your parents or legal guardians. Report back here in two weeks.


    Please finalize your travel arrangements with the Logistics Officer, Private Bertha Getty, post-haste.


    Signed,


    Brigadier General Terry Marsh


    Tom stared at the text in dismay. Wait, two weeks of vacation?


    Two weeks?


    He ended the connection with a thought, and tugged out his neural wire, understanding it. Vik was still grinning madly, waiting for his reaction. “Well . . . ?”


    “I see what you did there,” Tom told him, with dignity.


    “Yes, it’s called ‘cunningly outmaneuvering’ you.” Vik agreed proudly. “You were so intent on revenge, you fell right into my trap. How sad for you! I’ll ride out our bet in California, and spend the vacation thinking of the hundred dollars you’re going to pay me when I get back. It will be my finest hour.”


    Tom shook his head with a grim smile. “You’re wrong there, Spicy Indian. Mark my words, Vik: I will win this. I will find a way to make you the chump here. Just wait and see.”


    Despite his words, Tom still hadn’t thought of a way to win the next morning, when all the trainees had either flown out already, or were in the process of arranging their flights. Tom noticed Blackburn seated across the room from him, just staring at him, the very next morning. He glared back at him for a while, until it became a bit ridiculous, just trying to show Blackburn he wasn’t the least bit intimidated by him. But there was an odd, cloudy look in Blackburn’s eyes that warned Tom the guy was cheating in their particular staring contest, because he was obviously thinking of something else entirely during his creepy staring, which really defeated the purpose of trying to hold his gaze until he backed down first.


    Irritated, Tom looked away first. He gazed down at his plate, and his stomach churned. He tried to imagine two full weeks in the wilderness with Lieutenant Blackburn . . .


    Two weeks entirely under Blackburn’s authority . . .


    No. No way.


    But what was the alternative? Tom turned it over and over again in his mind, and he still couldn’t think up a solution. He was doomed. He had no idea where his gambler father might be right now. Neil Raines moved from casino to casino, and he had this weird paranoia about anything to do with the Internet. He was so intent on staying off the grid of what he called ‘the corporatocracy,’ that he mostly stayed off Tom’s grid, too.


    When he could no longer put it off, Tom finally launched himself to his feet and grabbed a place in the rapidly lengthening line to Private Getty’s booth in the mess hall. His mind raced the whole creeping journey to the front. The inevitable happened. Tom found himself directly in front of Private Bertha Getty, a young, African American woman who was all-too-eager to return to doing actual soldier stuff instead of arranging flights for teenagers.


    “I have an address for your father in Arizona,” she told Tom, reading off her screen. “I can fly you into the Marvin Wurt Airport, and we’ll give you a point-to-point travel stipend to your father’s location—unless he wants to meet you there.”


    Arizona, huh? Tom guessed she was looking at the address for The Dusty Squanto Casino. Sure, Neil was in the area once or twice a year—but he’d been there so recently, Tom was sure he was already a few states away by now. His dad could blow through ten thousand dollars in a night.


    He planted his hands on the table to lean in closer to her, dropping his voice so it only reached her ears. “Listen, Private, do I absolutely have to go visit my dad? Would it be a huge problem if I went somewhere else instead?”


    Private Getty glanced up from her computer screen. “We don’t have another legal custodian on file. Is there another we could contact, Mr. Raines? We’ll have to verify the address ahead of time, but we could arrange something.”


    Tom raked a hand through his hair, his head aching. No, he didn’t have another legal custodian. He could hardly go visit his mom.


    “There has to be some other option,” Tom insisted.


    “There is,” she said flatly. “It’s the wilderness survival training excursion.”


    Tom caught eyes with Blackburn, still watching him, and his skin crawled. He started thinking of all the ways Blackburn could screw with his head while they were trapped out into the wilderness together. Who would be around to stop him? No one.


    “I need a decision, Mr. Raines,” Getty said.


    Just then, Tom saw Vik heading from the elevators towards the lobby, a massive duffel bag slung over his shoulder. He spotted Tom, too, and flung him a huge wave goodbye, then rubbed his fingers together—reminding Tom of the hundred bucks he’d owe at the end of vacation. Tom’s eyes narrowed. Vik turned away and launched into an odd, wavy-armed victory dance that took him around the corner into the lobby beyond Tom’s sight, the confused trainees he passed staring in his wake.


    He would give anything to win this bet.


    And just like that, the solution to both Tom’s problems materialized in his head.


    Arizona, he thought. Just east of California . . .


    “Mr. Raines? Time’s up. Arizona or camping?” Getty prompted.


    A grin blazed across Tom’s face. He hoped he didn’t look like he was plotting anything against regulations or possibly illegal when he turned back to her.


    “All right, Private. Fly me into Arizona. I’ll visit my old man.”


    Tom strolled into the baggage claim at the Marvin Wurt Airport with the two plainclothes marines who’d met him as soon as the flight landed. They had to do an official transfer in custody, since Tom’s neural processor made him a valuable military asset. He’d planned for it.


    His gaze swept the crowd in the terminal, looking for someone who resembled Neil closely enough to pass muster. He settled on a man, and went with his gut feeling: this guy would do it.


    Tom pointed at him. “That’s my father. Give me a sec.”


    He rushed away from them before they could say anything, and sidled up to the man.


    “Hey buddy,” Tom said quietly, nudging him. “You want twenty bucks? Give me a pat on the shoulder, and then wave at a couple guys behind me.”


    The man peered down at him. “Twenty, huh?”


    Tom smiled and flipped open his palm briefly, showing him the bill. “I’m good for it.”


    The man patted Tom’s shoulder and waved at the plainclothes marines. Tom glanced back, hoping that was enough to send them on their way, but the two soldiers started walking towards them.


    “They’re coming this way,” the man said in a low, urgent voice.


    “Okay, I need one more quick thing. If they ask, your name is ‘Neil Raines.’ You forgot your ID. If they try to do a retina scan, well, leave that part to me.”


    The man stirred uneasily. “You’re asking a lot for twenty bucks, kid.”


    “Fifty dollars.”


    “Let’s do this,” the man said instantly.


    Tom shoved his hand into his pocket, tugging off the cap of the tube of Vaseline he’d stashed there just for this contingency. He smeared it over his fingers.


    “We’ll need to verify your identity just for the record, Mr. Raines,” one of the soldiers stated, pulling out a retina scanner. “Please stare into the scanner and—”


    “Cool, a retina scanner!” Tom broke in. “I know how to work stuff like this now, Dad. Give it here.” He snatched the scanner from the soldier and smeared the vaseline over the sensor. “Can I do it myself?”


    “No, you can’t,” the soldier snapped, taking it back from him. “Let’s get this over with, and then you and your father can be on your way.” He raised the retina scanner in front of the man’s eyes, but the vaseline had done the trick. The laser kept flickering off, and a few fruitless attempts later, the soldiers asked for ID instead. Tom’s fake father said he didn’t have it. Tom held his breath as the soldiers conferred, and then decided it wasn’t worth hunting down another scanner for a minor paperwork issue.


    Tom and his fake father were in the clear. Tom waved goodbye to the two marines, exulting inside.


    After they were gone, Tom turned to the man, his head spinning with a giddy sort of triumph, having pulled off the trickiest part of this whole quest. “All right! Fifty big ones, all for you, buddy.” He delved into his pocket, and slapped the bills into the guy’s hand.


    The man counted them up, eyes on his face. “You running away from something?”


    Yeah, wouldn’t he like to know. He was probably hoping to turn his fifty bucks into some reward money. Tom laughed and started on his way. “Nope,” he said over his shoulder, “Running toward.”


    To be precise, he was running toward a Spicy Indian who had absolutely no idea his day of terrible reckoning was drawing closer.


    At the onramp to the interstate, Tom reached into his backpack and whipped out one of the cardboard signs he’d prepared in advance. He lifted it in the air, showing passing drivers ‘I-10 W.’


    Once when Tom was younger, his dad got in a fight with three cops. Neil got clapped in jail for a month. The first couple days of Neil’s absence, Tom was disoriented, stranded on his own in the world for the first time in his life. Then it dawned on him that this was a great opportunity to do something he’d been wondering about for years: he headed up to New York City to meet his mom for the first time.


    Naturally, an under-eighteen traveling alone was one of those red flags the Transit Security Agency tended to notice, so buses, trains and airplanes were out. That’s why Tom hitchhiked.


    He figured it would be trickier getting people to pull over now that he was a lot taller and older. Most everyone had been willing to give a lift to a kid by the side of the road, but a teenaged boy was another matter. He stood there for about a half hour before a truck rumbled to a stop next to him.


    “Need a lift?” the trucker called over the humming engine.


    Tom hoisted himself up the step to the passenger’s seat and propped his elbows on the open window-sill. “How far are you going?” he asked, eyes on the man, trying to get a gut feeling about whether he was some psycho who murdered hitchhikers. Auto navigation technology meant most truckers didn’t actually drive, but they did serve as security guards for products in transit. This trucker looked the part: big shoulders, leathery face, lips a hard line in his craggy face. No crazy look about him, though. Tom discreetly tested the lock to make sure he could open the door from the inside.


    “I’m heading into Casa Grande. I can drop you off anywhere before that.”


    Tom didn’t get a sense he was dangerous, and within a split second, he’d called up a road atlas in his neural processor to verify that the route worked for him, too.


    “Great,” Tom said. “I’m going to Tucson. It’s right on your way.” He hoisted the door open, stashed his cardboard sign on the floor. They rumbled off down the interstate.


    Tom settled in for the ride, envisioning the large screen in some interior room of the Spire, tracking all the trainee GPS signals across a map of the United States. His signal would definitely be on the move, but that wasn’t a problem as long as they had no visual confirmation he was alone, and they wouldn’t get that unless they really searched the surveillance databases.


    He was busy listening to his radio, where a talk show host was leading a discussion about the recent skirmishes in World War Three. Tom listened with some incredulity; from the topics the host introduced, it sounded like the Indo-American alliance was actually winning, which was just so far from the case, it was unbelievable. The host also let through certain callers who questioned the war with things like, “Shouldn’t we be putting money towards education or infrastructure?” solely so he could berate them for being ‘unpatriotic, anti-American commies.’


    “It drives me nuts,” the trucker grumbled.


    Tom glanced at him. “What does?”


    “The mouthpieces still selling that line of BS like we’re gonna get richer off fighting in space for them.” He jerked a nod towards the skyboards just rising over the horizon as they neared Tucson like some radioactive sunrise. Tom gazed at the array of glowing screens blaring down ads at the civilian population.


    Skyboards were massive advertisement screens, often called ‘the plague of modern cities,’ since they were each a mile wide, circling the planet in low earth orbit—blaring images down at populations in wide swaths of land below them. Every major city was virtually hostage to the ceiling of skyboards, flickering messages from the government or the Coalition of Multinationals, or just plain old advertisements twenty-four hours a day. A skyboard was visible to people within a hundred mile radius, and nothing dislodged it from orbit. It just hung there in the sky year after year, decade after decade.


    Tom had grown up beneath them, so he hadn’t really understood all the grumbling about them until he’d been recruited to the training program at the Pentagonal Spire, and experienced the clear, starry skies around Washington, DC. After six months under the real skies enjoyed by the political elite, the neon glow they were driving towards, the advertisements gradually consuming the horizon, struck him as a pollutant somehow.


    He could just make out the familiar logos of the various Indo-American allies on the Coalition of Multinationals, whose ads were plastered across the boards: Dominion Agra, Wyndham Harks, Matchett-Reddy, Epicenter Manufacturing, Obsidian Corp, and Nobridis. As they drew closer, Tom even made out the faces of the people on the boards, and realized he knew them. The Camelot Company Combatant publicity blitz was already underway. The newly declassified CamCos were already beaming down at the public, some advertising goods, some just advertising themselves, all representing the Coalition Companies that sponsored them to play a part in the war effort.


    “People used to go into space, you know that?” the trucker said after a bit.


    “I heard about it,” Tom said. Even though World War Three was being fought over control of the solar system, there were no actual people in space, just the automated drones CamCos controlled and fought the battles with.


    “The USA even put a man on the moon once!” the trucker said. “It was this big step for humanity, and everyone got to feel something, some pride about it. Now what’s space all about? As far as I see it, we pay so Nobridis or Wyndham Harks can wreck the rest of the solar system the way they’ve done to our planet, and then people like this jackass,” he nodded towards the radio, “try to convince us we’re bleeding all our money for our own sakes, not so a few CEOs can snatch the last dimes we’ve got. Who still buys this nonsense, huh?”


    “A lot of people,” Tom answered him honestly. It was half the reason for the Intrasolar Combatants, the members of Camelot Company who actually controlled the drones in outer space and waged the war. In a war that mostly wasn’t fought by people, they became the human face for the public, the stake the average taxpayer had in a conflict that felt very distant from them.


    “Well.” The trucker was silent a long moment. “Well, maybe a lot of people still buy it, but I say, a lot of people aren’t using their brains.” His craggy gaze narrowed beneath his sparse brows. He nodded towards the skyboards, “Or their eyes.”


    After parting ways with the trucker near the Tucson train station, Tom walked through the fading light towards the train tracks, headlights zipping past him as he picked his way down the broken concrete of the sidewalk. He kept his attention divided between his surroundings, and the net-send program in his neural processor. He’d just hooked into the roaming wireless server, and now he’d discovered a message waiting for him from Vik.


    The words plastered themselves across his vision center: Are you at your dad’s yet, Tom? I’m curious: does the sight of all the gamblers around you remind you of the money you’re about to lose to me?


    Tom grinned, because Vik had no idea what was coming. He tugged back his sleeve to reveal the keyboard hooked into the computer in his brain, and composed a fake-sad reply:


    Yeah, I’m here with my old man. And I guess you truly have outwitted me this time, Doctor. His smile widened as he pictured Vik’s face in a few short days when the tables were turned. Eventually, I’ll avenge this insult. You will see.


    Funny coincidence. I was thinking of your vow of revenge, Tom, and laughing over it. Just now, I was doing that. Laughing and laughing.


    He who laughs last, Doctor . . . After a moment, Tom reconsidered that one, figuring it was too whopping a hint. He deleted it, and instead sent, This is all I have to say . . .


    Then his fingers danced over the keyboard, composing an obscene image made of various lines and slashes.


    After a few minutes, Vik sent an obscene image back. They spent a few minutes trying to outdo each other as Tom veered onto the tracks, making his way through the train yard. He’d glanced at the freight schedule once before leaving the Spire and committed it to memory. Now he just needed to wait for a westward-bound train.


    He flopped down on an overturned crate to wait out a train, his gaze wandering upward toward the overhead skyboards. One of the boards featured that familiar public service announcement, seen in every store, in every city in America, exhorting people: ‘If you hear a whisper, give us a whisper. Your next door neighbor could be a Domestic Terrorist! Vigilant citizens to keep America safe.’ Below the text was a phone number and a URL for anonymous tips for the Department of Homeland Security.


    Tom found himself smirking, waiting for the train he was about to illegally hop, that message blaring down at him.


    It was a contradictory thing about the modern USA: it was a universal surveillance state in every sense of the word, yet the sheer amount of surveillance meant there were more ways than ever to evade surveillance.


    The government’s unofficial policy was that every citizen was a potential homegrown, domestic terrorist, and therefore the government surveilled everyone, treating everyone like they were guilty until they proved they were innocent. The very wealthy had no difficulty getting around the guilty-until-proven-innocent system; they paid top dollar to ensure their own privacy. Criminals had no trouble, either, since they knew the tricks. The DHS had facial-recognition cameras in cars and stores, but they could be fooled with a bandanna, or a skewed facial expression.


    There was screening tech to detect certain breathing patterns or temperature shifts that indicated a person might be planning a crime, but sociopaths and trained killers had the coolest heads of all, and breezed straight past the scanners. There were intelli-lights monitoring conversations on sidewalks and in surrounding homes, but those who were actually plotting illegal acts knew every innocuous conversation was being monitored, too, so their coded conversations evaded notice with ease as the vast surveillance state focused upon those hapless people who tripped the alarms.


    The vast, comprehensive police force that spanned the nation rendered the country less safe than ever, because the intense focus upon everyday people led to a lack of focus on genuine criminals. The Department of Homeland Security had a prolific terror watch list, and every day, practically, the domestic threat level was Orange.


    So even now, although Tom was technically breaking the law, he had nothing to worry about, hopping a freight train. Sure, the trains transported hazardous materials, and other supplies that could potentially be used to fashion biological weapons and the like, but there was no one around to watch them. The security here seemed to consist of a dozing guard in a booth and probably a yard bull or two, driving on patrol. The other eyes of the nation were focused in on people boarding airplanes, boarding buses, doing everyday things in their everyday lives.


    A light pierced the distance, and gradually the train snaked its way out of the murky night. Tom took a step back as the front light grew brighter and brighter. As the train thundered past him, a fierce gale whipped his light hair in his eyes, and the ground vibrated up his legs. Painful screeching pierced the air and sparks rained out from beneath its tires as it slowed.


    Tom was prowling along the side, searching for a grainer or even an open boxcar, when he received another message from Vik: Tom! I have a great idea. We should put aside our enmity, and unite as Doctors for a noble cause: taking down Wyatt. Let’s both send some tantalizing, thought-provoking images to her. I want to use the one I just sent you.


    Tom thought of Wyatt’s reaction if she started getting the images they’d been making out of lines and slashes. She would not be pleased. His lips tilted up, but he found himself shaking his head. Can’t right now. I’ve gotta do something.


    He spotted a door propped open a crack, then threw a quick look around to make sure no one was around to see him, then he bolted for it. He hoisted open the boxcar, and plunged inside. Within moments, his eyes adjusted to the darkness, and he made out the shadowy form of a hobo sleeping in an improvised nest of blankets. The man’s head shot up, and Tom hung back warily, hoping to gauge whether he was an okay guy or not.


    “Evening,” the hobo said. “Riding in here?’


    Tom’s grip eased up on the door. “That was the plan.”


    “Plenty of room. Take a seat. My name’s Leonard.”


    Tom reached out and shook his hand, since he didn’t get a sense that the man was dangerous or deranged. Then he stepped back and sank down against the other wall. “I’m Tom.”


    They fell into a thick silence as voices drifted through the crack in the door, holding perfectly still, both of them aware of the routine. Some yard bulls didn’t care about unauthorized passengers, but some were fanatical about it and eager to pummel the vagrants who hopped their lines. Dead silence hung in the air.


    Tom let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding as the voices faded away, and heard Leonard do the same across from him. And then the train began to crank into motion and shook its way down the track.


    As the landscape began whipping past them, and the wind began roaring through the gap in the door, Leonard fumbled in his backpack and yanked out a crackling bag of potato chips. He grabbed a handful and then offered the flapping bag to Tom, the boxcar rattling on all sides of them. Tom nodded his thanks and grabbed a handful, mostly as a goodwill gesture. He crunched on those, then divvied up some of his own food. Orange light cut in thin slivers through the crack in the door, flashing on and off over Leonard’s ragged figure across from him.


    “Where are you heading?” Leonard shouted over the thunderous clatter of wheels on tracks.


    “California. What about you?”


    “The Grand Canyon,” he called back.


    “You on vacation?”


    “You can call it that. It’s permanent. No job, no home, figure I’ve got nothing to lose if I see some of the country before it all gets closed off to the public.”


    Tom munched his chips. The Grand Canyon, huh? “How much is Nobridis charging for admission nowadays?”


    “Don’t know. Not gonna pay ’em.”


    “I like the way you think,” Tom said, throwing him a mock salute.


    No matter how many times he had come through Arizona with his father, his father had refused to take him to the Grand Canyon. It was a permanent boycott of the corporate practice Neil called ‘piratizing.’ But Tom had two whole weeks to fill, and he was old enough he didn’t need his dad for this now. Sure, he had a minor thing to do—his epic revenge quest—but other than that, there was no real reason to hurry.


    Why not see some mother nature?


    After all, he was on vacation.


    They jumped out of the train as it slowed to a crawl at a rail yard, then hitched rides throughout the day. Leonard halted them near some restaurants so he could scavenge the night’s leftovers from the dumpsters.


    Tom hadn’t eaten slightly-expired dumpster cuisine since coming to the Spire, and he didn’t intend to do it now. He slapped down some cash at a convenience store to cover them both with water and some grub, then found Leonard and showed him his haul.


    “Trust me, we’re good for a few days. Let’s get moving.”


    They set out on foot, and spent a good two hours tossing empty cans at Nobridis, Inc.’s security gate until they found a segment that wasn’t electrified like the rest. They draped blankets over the barbed wire, then climbed over and hiked down into the Grand Canyon.


    There weren’t so many skyboards over the canyon, but there were just enough to light their way across the landscape. Tom could tell just glancing overhead that the Camelot Company publicity campaign was still in full swing.


    Elliot Ramirez was on several skyboards, smiling a bit smugly as though he could see the other boards around his, the amateurs trying so very hard to charm the public the way he’d done so effortlessly all the years when he was the only public Combatant. Since his sponsor, Nobridis, owned the Grand Canyon and its airspace, they were hardly going to allow their own CamCos to be overshadowed. They’d also filled the other boards with their newly-exposed, lesser known Combatants: Cadence ‘Stinger’ Grey and Britt ‘Ox’ Schmeiser.


    Tom sniggered a bit, seeing a board featuring Britt flexing his bicep while trying to look casual like he wasn’t flexing his bicep as he held up a tube of toothpaste. He pointed that one out to Leonard, mostly because he thought it was funny.


    The man shook his head. “Do they really expect us to believe those kids are the ones fighting the war?”


    His words surprised Tom. “Well, they are,” Tom said automatically. He was sure to add, “I mean, that’s what I’ve read. Younger people have faster reflexes. Space combat’s all about reaction time.”


    Of course, reflexes weren’t the real reason for young Combatants. Teenagers were recruited to control drones in the war fought remotely across the solar system because only the brains of teenagers could handle the neural processors, those computers that enabled them to interface with those drones, and keep up with the automated machines. The thing was, the public didn’t even know neural processors existed, so Tom couldn’t really explain this to him.


    Leonard shook his head. “You know how long it takes to learn to pilot one of those ships? It takes years. I don’t think for a second a bunch of sixteen-year-olds get to handle that, what, multi-trillion dollar Intrasolar arsenal?”


    Tom knew that Intrasolar Combatants were trusted to handle the space arsenal because they could learn years’ worth of information with a single download. But he just told Leonard, “I’d never thought of it that way. Guess it is kind of weird.”


    “Why not pilots? Why not astronauts?” Leonard railed on.


    “Right,” Tom said, going with it. “It’s ridiculous!”


    They set up their camp in the upper rim of the Grand Canyon. Tom climbed up a jagged trail and perched there to watch the skyboard lights play over the towering columns of rock, the jagged cliffs, the Nobridis mines and drilling platforms. For a surreal moment, he felt like he was in some alien landscape.


    He waited until Leonard set off on his own to slip out his keyboard and check his net-send. He’d been holding off all day, because even though he didn’t think Leonard would mug him for what looked like a personal computer of sorts, Tom still figured it was better not to taunt a guy who was obviously struggling to get by, with some military-grade technology he was just hauling around with him.


    His messages had been piling up. The first one came from Wyatt. She’d tried to talk her parents into visiting her Grandma Ruth up in Montana, who was an amateur astronomer and sure to have an amazing view of the aurora borealis in a couple days when some solar storm was due to hit Earth.


    Her parents hadn’t wanted to go there. Instead, they made her to fly down with them to Malibu to her Grandma Consuela, who’d been Miss Texas many decades before, just like Wyatt’s mother had gone on to be. Wyatt didn’t have so much in common with them; she was great at math, at programming, but she wasn’t really a beauty queen type.


    Not only that, but since trainee identities were state secrets, her family had explained her absence by spreading the story that she was going to boarding school. Her cousin had spent all day interrogating her about it.


    Every time I make something up, Wyatt lamented, Ana tells me how much better it is at Deerfield Academy. She was being really annoying. Then she got mad at me for no reason when I told her that.


    Wyatt, he typed back, are you sure it’s for no reason? Did you outright tell her she’s being annoying? That might be a reason. Think about it.


    After a few minutes, Wyatt replied, Oh.


    Tom laughed softly and flopped down onto his back. He stared up at the darkness, where the stars were muted by the light pollution from the skyboards over the distant city of Flagstaff. It was an odd thing about Wyatt. She was literally a genius when it came to stuff like numbers or computers, but when it came to dealing with people, there were things that seemed obvious to Tom, that had to be outright explained to her.


    Wyatt’s boyfriend, the large, good-natured Yuri Sysevich, sent a message, too. He’d been planning to meet up with his father in New York so they could run in a triathlon together, but his father had to cancel, so he’d decided instead to try out the wilderness survival course. It turned out that Major Cromwell was leading it, since Lieutenant Blackburn had canceled at the last minute.


    You’re kidding me, Tom wrote back. He could’ve smashed his head with his keyboard. No Blackburn. He would’ve been on that survival trip in a second if he’d known someone else was leading it.


    Of course, at least this way he had a chance at winning his bet.


    Speaking of . . .


    Vik, of course, had sent more improvised images, along with an attack plan for bombarding Yuri with them. Tom looked his plan over, then typed back a few addendums, and agreed to synchronize their attack at 2000, Pacific Time. When the fated hour rolled around, Tom and Vik both launched their attack by sending off one half of an image to Yuri, wherever he was in the wilderness.


    Yuri messaged back, Did I do something to upset you two? Why are you mad at me?


    “Aw, come on,” Tom complained, and quickly typed back in an apology.


    Vik messaged him, Let’s call off the Yuri campaign. I think we hurt his feelings. He thinks that was a middle finger we sent him.


    Right, Tom messaged back.


    But Wyatt will know better . . .


    No! Tom typed urgently. She’ll strike back. You know she will.


    WYATT! WYATT! WYATT!


    Fine. Wyatt. Tom typed.


    So Tom sent Wyatt one of the images, and presumably Vik did, too.


    She messaged back, Cut it out, guys. I’m in the middle of a dinner party.


    Tom grinned and sent another image, then another.


    I’m warning you . . . Wyatt wrote.


    Vik must’ve sent her something anyway, and failed to heed the warning, because suddenly Wyatt retaliated with all her programming might. Words plastered themselves in Tom’s vision, giant text that nearly blotted out the scenery in front of him:


    This is going to be an infinite loop, guys: BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . .


    Vik’s words cut in, Aah! An infinite loop!—followed by more . . .


    BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . .


    “Where’d you put the water?” Leonard called back to Tom.


    Tom could barely see through Wyatt’s infinite loop of net-sent words. He stashed the keyboard behind his back, then pointed blindly towards the supplies he’d bought. “Over there.”


    He waited until Leonard was out of sight to grab his keyboard and typed out to Vik, I told you this was a bad idea!


    As he waited for a reply, his vision still beat with the words, BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . .


    Then Vik sent him a reply, I did it. I begged for mercy.


    Did she stop? Tom asked him, scanning for Vik’s reply between the beg for mercy’s.


    He finally spotted it, Confession time: it was less begging than groveling. I had to tell her she was smarter than me, and that she had pretty hair.


    BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . . BEG FOR MERCY . . .


    Tom shook his head. No way. He wasn’t going to beg.


    Have you no pride, man? I’m signing off. For good. He sent it to Vik and then turned off net-send. Let Wyatt message him in vain. He rose to his feet and stretched his legs. How long could she keep up the infinite loop? It couldn’t be infinitely infinite, could it?


    He was still strategizing how to convince Wyatt to back down without outright begging here, when a pure white light lit the rocks all around him. Despite himself, Tom’s eyes moved up to the skyboards, searching for the advertisement responsible for it. The font looked just the standard Department of Homeland Security messages, with their, ‘Hear a whisper, give a whisper’ campaign . . . But the text was all different:


    “It does not require a majority to prevail, but rather an irate, tireless minority keen to set brush fires in people’s minds. Sam Adams. WE ARE THE IRATE TIRELESS MINORITY”


    Tom studied the text with a knit brow. How did something like that get on a skyboard?


    Leonard must’ve noticed the strange message, too, because he ambled over to stand at Tom’s side. “What do you think that is?”


    “No idea,” Tom said.


    And then the image shifted on another board, and another quote glowed down in place of an ad:


    “‘Those who would give up an essential liberty for temporary security deserve neither liberty or security.’ Benjamin Franklin. WE ARE THE IRATE TIRELESS MINORITY’


    Tom started laughing this time. Both messages were in the same format and font as the Department of Homeland Security ‘whisper’ boards. Some hacker was being awesome somewhere.


    They spent the rest of the night, eyes fixed upward, watching the war taking place between some corporate programmer plastering messages to the skyboards, and a lone hacker messing with them, always parodying the DHS messages with what Tom soon figured out were quotes from the USA founding fathers.


    Hours later, one Epicenter Manufacturing board had been replaced with: “‘I hope we shall crush in its birth the aristocracy of our monied corporations which dare already to challenge our government to a trial by strength, and bid defiance to the laws of our country.’ Thomas Jefferson. WE ARE THE IRATE TIRELESS MINORITY”


    In the meantime, a Dominion Agra board displayed: “‘Is life so dear or peace so sweet as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God. I know not what course others may take, but as for me, give me liberty or give me death!’ Patrick Henry. WE ARE THE IRATE TIRELESS MINORITY”


    “Those founding fathers,” Tom noted idly, laughing, his hands slung behind his head. “That’s a bunch of domestic terrorists I see right there. Think we’d better whisper to the DHS?”


    Leonard laughed and shook his head. “Nah, man. I bet you they just turn ’em all off. I give it ten minutes more, max.”


    It was five.


    Then a remote operator cut off power to the boards, and the messages faded into the night.


    Without the glowing ads above them, the Grand Canyon was plunged into a stark darkness that shocked Tom for a long moment, and then he started making out hints of stars between the lines of the skyboards.


    He couldn’t be positive, but he swore he heard echoes of what sounded like distant cheers, applause. Completely spontaneous from those few people scattered throughout the dark canyon, all separated from each other—but all with the same shared event to celebrate: some hacker somewhere who’d forced the Coalition to give them a night without skyboards.


    Tom checked net-send early the next morning, and found Wyatt’s infinite loop still infinitely looping.


    He sent off one message, You are smarter than me and have pretty hair.


    She messaged back: You have to do better than just copying Vik word-for-word.


    So Tom resigned himself to keeping net-send off until he got back to the Spire. Groveling just wasn’t his thing.


    He parted ways with Leonard later, but not before the man insisted on giving him one of his spare tarps. He wouldn’t let Tom pay for it, so Tom lingered until Leonard ducked into some bushes, then he stashed a wad of his cash—the bulk of his point-to-point travel stipend—in Leonard’s bag. He had a military-issued credit card, after all, and he could just use that if he ran dry.


    He hitched up north to Nevada, washed up in the bathroom of a convenience store, then grabbed a ride near the border with a woman heading into California. He grew hopeful he might reach Fremont the next day.


    In the meantime, he got a chance to see Death Valley for the first time. He supposed this place, too, might’ve been more impressive in its sheer bleakness before it was filled with drilling equipment and uranium mines that were subsequently abandoned. There weren’t any ads looming over the cracked desert earth; it had that much going for it, at least.


    The woman pulled over when they reached the road leading to the de-salination plant where she worked, and said, “Are you sure you want me leaving you here? It’s going to get hot in a couple hours. My building’s too far away for you to walk there safely.”


    A couple cars had passed in the meantime, so Tom figured this place wasn’t so abandoned he needed to worry. It was early enough in the day to leave him optimistic. “It’s okay, I’ll grab a ride from someone.”


    He anticipated a bit of a wait, but not hour after hour of cars driving straight past him as the sun rose higher in the sky. As morning swelled into afternoon, he felt like he was standing in an oven, and his bottle of water—mostly full before—was rapidly depleting to mere dregs The heat was stifling, and the desert seemed to be swimming on all sides of him. His arm was like lead from trying to flag one of the cars down.


    Tom was examining the dwindling liquid with some unease when a car heading the other direction swung around, and then slowed next to him. The man inside, a large balding guy, rolled down his window. “You need a lift?”


    Tom felt a surge of relief. Normally he asked where they were going to get a sense of them, to figure out if they were heading the same place. Now he didn’t care—just so long as he got out of this heat. “Yeah, thanks, man.”


    He reached for the door handle, then the man’s voice stopped him, “So what are you going to do for me, then?” He gave an oily smile and gestured back and forth between them. “I give you a lift, and then we’ll think of how you can repay me, clear?”


    Tom understood then what he was getting at. Great. At least the requirement was in the open before he got in the car, not after. He let out a breath and stepped back. “No offense, but no way, buddy.”


    “You really think another car’s going to pull over? Are you sure about that?”


    Tom felt a flash of irritation. “I’ll tell you what I’m sure about: I’m sure you’d better drive away, creepshow. Right now.”


    “I bet you’ll still be here tonight. Nice boy like you, you don’t have to do that.”


    Tom turned and started walking along the road. But the car still didn’t pull away; it rumbled along slowly next to him, kicking up dust in his face. He grew acutely aware that he was alone in the middle of the desert being followed by someone.


    “That sun’s probably already feeling real hot. It’s supposed to reach a hundred and six today. I’m not going to ask you for too much, just one, quick favor.”


    That was it. Tom knew he’d better take care of this now, and people like this preyed on weakness. He scooped up a jagged rock from the side of the road and turned back to face the guy. “Drive away or I break your fancy taillights, then I break your head. You’ve got three seconds. One, two—”


    The creeper and his car shot off down the road.


    Tom stared after it with a mixture of grim satisfaction and disgust. That guy sure drove off quickly for someone who’d been so ready to mess with him a moment or two before. He plunged his hands into his pockets and squinted up into the cloudless sky, a bleak mood descending over him.


    Here he was, alone on the road again, no cars in sight, and the desert getting hotter every minute. Matters grew more dire when he received a look of sheer horror from the driver of the next car that passed him, so he glanced down at himself and realized why: he was now covered with dirt kicked up by the man’s car. He suddenly looked scruffy and menacing, which broke the number one rule of flagging down cars.


    Tom swiped at his clothing, but that wouldn’t fix the grittiness on his face.


    He raised his water bottle and contemplated the remains with pain twisting in his gut. He’d need those precious few drops if he was stuck out here for too long . . . but he’d definitely be stuck out here for too long if he didn’t get a ride.


    So he made the terrible choice between thirst and cleanliness.


    Three hours later, he didn’t look to scruffy now, but he began deeply regretting his choice as more cars drove right past and his throat grew bone dry.


    He started spotting cars over the horizon in the shimmering heat, but his neural processor would kick in, focus his vision, and he’d realize they were just his eyes playing tricks on him. Hallucinating was probably not a good sign of how he was faring. Tom grew hot and thirsty enough that he started contemplating how bad it would need to get before he’d activate net-send and let someone know his situation . . .


    No. No, he wouldn’t. He’d feel like an idiot. Maybe if he was dying of dehydration . . .


    No. Even then, he wouldn’t. He gritted his teeth, imagining how stupid he’d feel if he did that. It wouldn’t come to that. Surely, it couldn’t.


    It was just starting to get dark when a truck finally stopped for him. He blinked a few times, but his neural processor wasn’t correcting his visual field—so it must truly be there. An older man was saying something to him in Spanish, and his neural processor translated automatically: “Are you all right there? Do you need a ride?”


    Tom nodded wearily. He must’ve looked pretty bad, because the other people riding in the back of the truck actually reached down and hoisted him up, then cleared a prime seating spot next to the tractor they were moving. Tom’s legs felt shaky beneath him, and he realized abruptly what lousy shape he was in.


    “Thanks,” he croaked out in Spanish, taking huge swigs of the water they’d offered. “You’ve saved my life here.”


    The neural processor adapted instantly to the dominant accent in the group, leading to much confusion when one of the workers, who said his name was ‘Eduardo,’ remarked, “This is strange. You sound like you are from Los Chilangos. Where did you learn to speak Spanish?”


    “Oh.” Tom was too tired to think of a good excuse. “I grew up there.”


    “You’re Mexican?”


    It took Tom a moment to realize that was the implication of what he’d said.


    “Me and my brother,” Eduardo nodded to another man, “are also from Los Chilangos!”


    Tom’s head throbbed. “Uh, great. Yeah. I miss my hometown of, uh, Los Chilangos. Viva la Mexico.”


    Mere days after touching down in Arizona, a sunburned, slightly worse-for-wear Tom stepped out of a car a quarter-mile from Vik’s house, called up a map in his processor, and made his way down the pot-holed streets until they smoothed out, and the gated communities began. Then he came upon the enclave where Vik’s aunt lived. There, he felt the breeze playing through his hair, and just stood outside the cast-iron gates sheltering his doomed friend.


    Revenge was nigh. Tom could feel it in his bones.


    He looked around, saw the streetlights that served as surveillance cameras, the small collection of stores, and the frequent passage of automated security vehicles. This place was safe. Vik would feel comfortable walking out and exploring around here. So he grabbed a table at a restaurant with a good view of those gates, and settled in. He didn’t have to start his return trip to Marvin Wurt Airport for at least a couple days. That was a world of time to stalk Vik in a stealthy, assassin-like manner, and Tom was going to relish every moment of the hunt.


    The first day, Vik didn’t emerge. Tom crashed for the night in the park down the block, blending in with every other straggler beneath tarps of their own.


    Days two and three went much the same way, with Tom waiting, and Vik not emerging. Tom took advantage of the situation to get a real lay of the landscape, though he knew the restaurant staff was beginning to wonder what his problem was, coming there day after day. The third night in Fremont, he found himself under his tarp in the park for the night, gazing out into the darkness, the silence pressing in around him, and his aloneness opened like a pit in his stomach.


    He raised his forearm keyboard, and thought of re-enabling net-send, groveling to Wyatt until she stopped infinite looping him . . .


    No. Stay the course. Tom shook his head, rejecting the temptation, and pulled his sleeve back down. He rolled onto his side, suddenly a bit lonely.


    The next day, when Vik still didn’t emerge, Tom started to wonder if maybe he’d died. If Vik hadn’t died, he’d spontaneously morphed into some sort of strange, reclusive hermit. Either way, Tom really wanted his friend to walk out soon.


    And then around noon, the cast-iron gates across the street creaked open. Tom’s gaze slid over, a resigned sort of certainty filling him that this was going to be a random neighbor or maybe Vik’s mom again . . .


    But it was Vik who emerged.


    Tom bounded to his feet, his heart soaring.


    It was him! Vik wasn’t dead or a bizarre hermit now, and Tom’s time of glory was upon him. He watched with joy as Vik pressed the gates closed by hand, and then slipped off down the street.


    Within a split second, Tom neural processor calculated the bill, plus tax, plus tip, and he quickly swiped out way more cash than was necessary and plopped it on the table, then he charged out the door as abruptly as he’d arrived that first day, probably thoroughly cementing the restaurant staff’s impressions that he was a psycho.


    Tom didn’t care.


    He matched Vik’s pace, maintaining a steady distance, always taking note of bushes, cars, mailboxes, and various obstacles he would use as cover if Vik thought to look behind him . . .


    But Vik never did.


    Vik’s hermit-like ways had given Tom plenty of time to plot and scheme his ambush. He had the paralysis program from Calisthenics ready to deploy, and he’d already ID’d several ideal spots to enact his terrible vengeance and a couple less ideal ones, just in case Vik didn’t approach the optimal ambush zones. After all, there might be people around, and Tom couldn’t simply kidnap a struggling, shouting Indian kid without drawing some notice.


    But it was like Vik wanted to lose. It was like he was begging for it. Vik headed towards the park. Tom’s brain reeled with ecstasy, and for a moment, he felt like some divine force had seen the plans in his mind and deemed them worthy of being carried out. Why else would Vik veer straight into the park towards ideal ambush spot number one?


    It was perfect. The stagnant lake was just deep enough for Vik to get tossed in safely, just nasty enough for Vik to be horrified, and Tom had only seen a few people wandering in that part of the park; no one would be there to save Vik once Tom nabbed him.


    Tom’s last swerve around a patch of trees revealed Vik where he was seated placidly on a large rock by the sludgy waters, staring morosely at some ducks skimming across the surface. Tom’s heart pounded harder and harder until it was like a frantic drum in his ears as he closed the distance, carefully choosing his steps, avoiding any stray twigs or bits of gravel that might make a sound and give him away.


    His hand shook as he pulled back his sleeve to unveil his keyboard, readying the paralysis program. But he realized suddenly that it wasn’t necessary. Vik was close enough to the water, Tom could just shove him in if he moved quickly enough. And now Vik was working on his own keyboard . . . He was distracted . . . Yes. Yes!


    Or was he about to hit Tom with something?


    Did he know he was there?


    Was he ambushing him?


    Oh no you’re not, Tom thought ferociously, and sprinted forward towards him. He saw Vik’s back straighten as he heard the footsteps pounding their way towards him, and he started to turn. Vik’s eyes shot wide just as Tom threw himself towards him.


    “A-HA!” Tom shouted, seizing him.


    “AAH!” Vik shouted, feeling himself being seized. And then Tom hurled him gloriously forward, and the world seemed to slow as Vik became airborne, legs and arms flailing, before crashing into the lake in a thunderous splash. Tom was only vaguely aware of tumbling forward onto his own elbows and knees, scraping his arms on the rocks, narrowly avoiding a fall into the lake behind Vik.


    The green, filmy waters churned as Vik sputtered up from beneath them, his lips scrunched with indignation and outrage, his black hair plastered flat around him like some drowned rat’s. “What just—” he sputtered, clawing the water from his eyes. “What the . . . Tom . . . ?” he spoke wonderingly, like he was seeing a mirage.


    Tom nodded. “Yes, Vikram. Tom. And I came to say something very important.”


    “What?” Vik cried. “For god’s sake, Tom, what?”


    Tom rose to his feet and brushed his arms off.


    “You owe me a hundred bucks.”


    There were a few moments Tom could classify as some of the greatest in his life: realizing he could anything now that he had a neural processor, that time his friends had been laughing with him after Blackburn turned him into a dog his first day of Programming, and that time he met Medusa in Troy when he was playing Penthesilea and she was playing Achilles. She’d killed him, and it was wonderful.


    But right now, seeing Vik gape at him with that raw, guileless shock all over his face?


    Well, it edged out even a couple of those.


    High on his victory, Tom waved goodbye. “Pay me at the Spire.”


    As he walked away, he heard Vik sloshing his way out of the lake. Tom kept walking, determined not to give him a chance to get vengeance . . . Or re-vengeance, or whatever it would be called.


    “Wait, Tom!” Vik called back, seemingly rousing from a trance. “Where are you going? Are you just leaving?”


    Tom spun back around. Yeah, just leaving was the plan. He figured it seemed much cooler that way, just turning and leaving without another word like hitchhiking all the way to Vik and throwing him in a lake, then hitchhiking away again was no big deal.


    “I’m on vacation, Vik. I’ve got things to do.” Tom wasn’t sure what things he’d do, but he’d think of some and do them just so he could back up this story later. Maybe he’d swing by Los Angeles, or even . . .


    “Tom, you can’t go,” Vik said quickly, hurrying after him. He just looked him over for a long moment, then swiped a hand over his face, where black strands of his hair were dripping water. “Your net-send has been disabled for three days, hasn’t it? You must have no idea.”


    Tom blinked a few times, caught off guard. He noticed suddenly the strangely muted, chalky color of Vik’s normally warm, light brown skin. “I disabled it when Wyatt’s infinite loop was being all infinite. I told you I was signing off for good.”


    “She stopped the infinite loop, Tom. Days ago.” Vik raised his own forearm keyboard. “I was just about to message you yet again.”


    “Why?”


    “Check your messages!” Vik cried.


    Genuinely alarmed now, Tom re- enabled net-send with a thought. After a moment, it connected with the roaming server and informed him he had three-hundred-and-twenty-four unread messages.


    Tom’s stomach plunged. He just stared at those messages.


    I awoke today with a heavy heart, thinking of you, Yuri had written.


    I’ll be sad if you’re dead, Wyatt had written.


    A terrifying message from General Marsh, warning him to report in, telling him of the consequences if he was playing some game, advising him of emergency means of signaling for help if he was imprisoned somewhere . . .


    Tom had to stop. “Oh no. They knew I was gone.”


    Vik nodded. “Yes, Tom. Oh no. They thought you’d been kidnapped.”


    “This is bad.”


    “Very bad.” And then Vik surged toward him, and suspicion flashed through Tom that this had all been a ploy to keep his guard down for more Vik-hurling-him-into-a-lake antics—but Vik swept him up in a ferocious bear hug, then whirled him around in circle before dumping him back on the ground.


    “You Gormless Cretin!” Vik exclaimed as Tom looked down at the now-soaked cloth of his own t-shirt. “I thought you’d been grabbed by Russo-Chinese agents, and . . . and had your head cut open and your neural processor stolen. I was seriously plotting diabolical vengeance and figuring out what to say at your funeral, and this is what you were planning?”


    “I was trying to. I slept right over there for three days,” Tom said, pointing towards the thicket. “You wouldn’t even leave your house!”


    Vik began shaking with laughter.


    “What happened, Vik?” Tom said urgently. “Fill me in.”


    Vik rubbed a hand over his face with an exasperated groan. “This is a mess. You need to net-send the Spire right now, they need to . . . Look, I’ll do it.” He drew back his sleeve and started typing at his keyboard.


    Tom shoved his hand away. “Not yet. Just explain. I don’t understand. If all of you thought something was wrong with me, the military could’ve just come and gotten me. They have my GPS signal, they know where I am.”


    “No, they don’t,” Vik cut in. “That’s the problem, okay? There was a massive solar storm in orbit.”


    “Right. I heard about that.” Wyatt talked about it in her message.


    “It fried our tracking satellite,” Vik said. “The military lost all our GPS signals. That’s why they contacted us over net-send and ordered us to send in an emergency status report. We were supposed to do that, and then follow up every eight hours until the end of vacation.”


    The words were like ice water. Tom found himself locked rigidly in place, his mind picking over the terrible details, and reaching forward to figure out what must’ve happened next. The military had lost the GPS signals broadcasting their locations . . . They’d net-sent everyone, and Tom didn’t reply. So that first night when Tom arrived here in Fremont, they’d already missed his status report, and they’d already decided he was missing . . .


    Which meant . . .


    “Oh no,” Tom murmured, realizing it.


    It meant they’d probably tried to contact his father at the Dusty Squanto Casino.


    It meant they knew that Neil wasn’t at the Dusty Squanto; it meant they knew Tom hadn’t actually gone out to meet him, and he’d lied to the soldiers escorting him; it meant they knew Tom had gone off on his own, and he’d done it all in a premeditated fashion . . .


    The full implications slammed him. “And then what happened?” Tom said, full of dread. “No, don’t answer that, Vik, I’ll just think of the worst possible scenario.” That seemed to be where his luck was taking him. He closed his eyes, figuring it out, then dragged his lids open again, hoping he was wrong. “The Intrasolar Forces went to DEFCON 2?”


    “You got it,” Vik confirmed cheerfully. “So did the Air Force, the Department of Homeland Security and the Joint Special Operations Command.”


    Tom clamped his hands over his eyes. So it was far worse than the worst case scenario. It was like a worst case scenario of a worst case scenario.


    Vik went on, “The military thought maybe the Russians or Chinese had some foreign agents in the US who somehow tracked you and kidnapped you. I was interviewed, and asked all about you and Medusa—”


    “No, that’s over,” Tom protested. Medusa was the Chinese Intrasolar Combatant he’d befriended. She’d almost been like his online girlfriend, just for a bit. Because of his contact with her, Tom had faced a treason charge once already. He didn’t want this happening again! “Did they think I defected? Because that’s—”


    “From what I figured, they seemed to think she tricked you somehow, and got you nabbed by Russo-Chinese agents.”


    “Aaaargh.” Tom slouched down onto the grass. He stared up into the stark blue sky, exasperated. Come on, really?


    “They ordered all of us to stay in our houses in case we got kidnapped, too. You’re lucky: I wasn’t even supposed to leave my aunt’s house, but I was going stir-crazy, so I took a walk.”


    Tom closed his eyes, pained. And that was why Vik had turned hermit.


    “Also,” Vik went on, “they sent over Obsidian Corp security contractors to evaluate whether our locations were secure enough. Mine was fine—big, electrified gate, automated patrollers, all that—but Wyatt had to get a couple private contractors stationed with her family until the end of vacation.”


    Despite the situation, Tom almost laughed, wondering how Wyatt’s beauty queen mom and businessman dad—both so big on appearances—had explained two random mercenaries showing up to stay in Malibu with them.


    “Moral of the story,” Vik said, clasping his shoulder and shaking it, “Check your net-send more often.”


    Tom sighed. “Fantastic times are ahead.” He pulled back his sleeve and steeled himself for the unpleasant task of net-sending Marsh and facing the music. “I have no idea what to write Marsh. I’m just gonna say, ‘I’m alive’ how about that?”


    Vik gave it some thought. “I suppose we can try coming up with a cover story before they get here, but only if it involves you shrieking like a little girl, and me being dashingly heroic.”


    “Done.”


    “And you have to spread the story to at least ten girls of my choosing. And Wyatt.”


    “I don’t wanna tell eleven girls I was shrieking and needed you to rescue me,” Tom objected.


    Vik shook his head gravely and tsked. “Then the deal’s off.”


    Tom was considering that when a low droning noise filled the air. Low dread welled up inside him, seeing the first helicopters rising over the distant hills. “I don’t think we’re gonna have a chance, anyway.”


    There were dozens of helicopters, and by the time the first ones were touching down, a couple tanks had rolled down the street, too. Tom and Vik just sat there in the park, watching the ducks get freaked out and flap away, both suddenly feeling rather old and important.


    “I can’t believe they sent actual tanks,” Tom remarked distantly.


    “DEFCON 2,” Vik said, as though it explained everything, and Tom supposed it did. “But hey, look on the bright side: you don’t need to bother with that message to General Marsh.”
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    J Scott Savage is the author of the Farworld fantasy series, the Case File 13 middle grade series, and the Shandra Covington mysteries. He has published thirteen novels, and travels across the country talking to schoolchildren about discovering magic in their differences.

  


  
    When Rob Wells first mentioned this project to me, I immediately jumped at the chance to help out. First, because I’ve been friends with Rob since long before he was diagnosed with the mental illnesses that have affected him in so many ways. Just like watching someone you love change in unforeseen ways due to a physical illness, I’ve watched Rob fight just accomplish things that a few years before he would never have given a second thought to.


    The difference is, when someone has a physical illness, we can see what they are fighting. It’s there in front of our eyes. When someone struggles against something you can’t see on the outside, it’s far too easy to assume it isn’t really there. People make judgments, assumptions, and comments about mental illness they would never make about a physical disability.


    When people read my Farworld series, many of them come up to thank me for having a main character with disabilities. When I ask, “Which character?” they are a little confused. The thing is, I wanted both of my main characters to struggle with things others take for granted. Marcus is in a wheelchair. We can see that. It’s easier to understand what he is up against.


    Kyja, the other protagonist in the series, is also different. She lives in a world where everyone has magic. But she is immune to magic. Although this is every bit as difficult, and at times even debilitating as Marcus’s disability, it’s not as easy to see. I don’t talk about this a lot, but I wrote Kyja’s struggles to represent the invisible struggles so many people have in the world today with mental illness.


    Although I have no personal experience with mental illness, I have had many close friends and family members affected by mental illness. It was them I was thinking about when I wrote Kyja’s character. It’s their struggles I think about when I write about what she is fighting for and against.


    As an author, I almost never set out to have a moral in my books. Nevertheless, messages often end up bubbling to the top. In the case of Farworld, the message was that everyone has differences, and it is those very differences that usually end up becoming part of their magic. In watching Robison Wells take his fight public, I’ve seen magic happening. I’ve seen thousands of people look at mental illness differently. I’ve seen kids and adults, with their own mental illness, realize they aren’t alone. I’ve seen them realize that can accomplish anything they can dream.


    I’m proud I get to be a small part of this effort.
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    Over a year before I started writing the series that would become Farworld, I sat down to type out a couple of chapters that had been in my head for a while. I didn’t know a lot about the story, and, at the time, I had never written a fantasy or any work of youth fiction. In fact, when I actually began writing Water Keep, I did it to prove to myself that I couldn’t—and to get rid of the persistent characters that kept bugging me to tell their story.


    What you read below is exactly what I wrote that night with no editing or changes.


    Until I was asked to be a part of this anthology, I hadn’t read these pages in at least five years. In fact, I’d nearly forgotten I’d ever written them. As I read over the pages, I noticed a few things right away. The child the Captain of the Guard is so worried about is Marcus. This is the battle where the Dark Circle destroys everyone in the town, and nearly destroys Marcus.


    Those of you have read any of the Farworld books will probably recognize the warrior and the wizard. Iat is the man who eventually became Master Therapass. Could Iat be his first name? Hmm. Maybe. Tankum is, of course, Tankum. I was quite amused to find how closely their quarreling over might versus magic fits with the story I wrote much later.


    While none of these chapters actually made it into the book, the story in them is absolutely the genesis for the series. I had no idea who Marcus was, who wanted to destroy him, why the wizard and warrior cared about him, or almost anything about the world where this all takes place. But I think the feel is exactly what I would go for later on.


    It’s by no means a complete story. It starts in the middle of some action, and ends in the middle of other action. But it brought back some memories for me. I hope you enjoy it.
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    Chapter One


    Standing at the edge of the intricately carved stone parapet, Sergoth watched the torches take light one by one around the outer walls of the city. It was a sight that never ceased to bring satisfaction to the heart of the Captain of the Guards. As long as the torches remained lit, the city was secure. During his watch it had always remained so.


    And yet, tonight he found his satisfaction tainted with something else—something that pulled his thick fingers to the handle of his sword again and again. He was a man who placed his faith in blade and shield. But of what use were weapons against the cold that crept through his veins and clutched at his heart?


    Raising a curved gold horn to his lips, he blew three notes, the first two short, the third long with a slight rise at the end. From the north and south ends of the city came the deep, grating squeal of the gates swinging shut for the night. A moment later, the same three notes sounded from each wall, and Sergoth released a pent up sigh. The city was secured.


    His concerns had been baseless after all—the fear of an old woman jumping at shadows that don’t exist, imagining each gust of wind to be an intruder just outside her window sill. Windshold was not as big as Tristel, nor as heavily fortified Cragswail, yet it had been one of the first targets attacked in the great wars. And it had held.


    “Tucked in for the night?”


    Spinning around, the captain dropped his hand to the scabbard at his side. Instead of drawing his sword on the darkened visitor, he held it before him tip down, and dropped to one knee—handle and blade forming a cross at his forehead.


    “My lady.”


    “Surprised you didn’t I?” The queen’s laughter rolled like the peel of a flawless bell into the night.


    Sergoth scowled, still kneeling. “My lady should not be out unaccompanied at this hour.”


    Again the queen laughed. This time Sergoth couldn’t help smiling, at least a little. No one could stay angry at Queen Asthina for long. “At this hour,” she mimicked the Captain’s deep voice. “If it were up to you I’d be in bed before the sun.”


    “Instead of creeping around trying to sneak up on armed men? Heaven forbid.”


    “Trying?” the queen’s voice was the tinkle of silver on crystal. “I crept all the way up the stairs, so close I could have reached out and touched you. And you didn’t hear a thing.”


    “Begging the Queen’s pardon,” the captain said, eyes still fixed on the ground. “But had I not known it was your majesty climbing the stairs as loudly as a gorth cub slurping water, I would have met her at the top, weapon drawn. As would my men stationed behind thee.”


    Queen Asthina turned slowly around. At either side of the doorway where the stairs opened out onto the parapet, a guard knelt, sword held in the same fashion as the captain.


    “And I was so sure . . .” she sighed. “Very well, Captain. You have made your point. Arise.”


    Sergoth stood, returning his sword to its scabbard. At his hand signal, the two guards moved silently through the door and down the stairs. He turned to look out over the city. Lights burned in most of the windows, but the streets were empty. Its occupants had closed their doors for the night. Only at the taverns did the hustle and bustle of men and women coming and going continue unabated.


    The queen stepped up to the wall beside him, placing a slim hand on his broad shoulder. “You like it up here don’t you, brother?”


    Sergoth glanced at her questioningly. Though they were indeed brother and sister, there were formalities to be kept. But now they were alone. He nodded. “From here I can be sure that everything is safe.”


    “And is it?”


    “Yes.” So brief was the captain’s hesitation that someone who had not grown up with him might never have noticed.


    Asthina turned to face him. “Is it the security of the child that worries you?”


    “Maybe . . . I suppose.” Chafing under his sister’s intense gaze, he pulled his sword from its scabbard, holding its gleaming edge up to reflect the moonlight. His sister might be a master of politics and protocol, handling foreign dignitaries and kitchen staff with equal grace. But he was a man of action who would never feel completely comfortable without a weapon in his hand.


    “I thought your scouts reported that everything was in order?”


    “They did.” He stepped back from the wall. Bringing the sword down, he split the air with a series of lightning quick strikes. No one handled a sword better than Sergoth. His footwork was perfect, his balance unmatched. He’d never been bested on the field of battle and she could see why. Asthina watched her brother’s grace with undisguised pride and admiration.


    Still, there was almost a sense of desperation in his actions. As if the wars of his youth had permanently scarred him, leaving him unable to ever completely relax. It was as though he knew that one day the battles would return, and his greatest fear was that he would not be strong enough to protect his city, his family.


    “Then what is it?” She asked.


    He swung the sword down in front of him in a powerful arc, stopping a parchment’s width from the stone wall. “I don’t know,” he said. “Everything is in order. You’re husband is returning with the High Lord as we speak. Word has reached us that the wizard and his wolfkin companion will arrive first thing in the morning. My men have scoured the countryside for a hundred miles in all directions and report so sign of any danger. The guard is in a state of full readiness.”


    “And yet?” Asthina studied her brother’s face. He took his responsibilities to protect and serve as seriously as any man. But he did not overreact. If something had him worried, especially at a time of such historical importance as this, she would listen.


    “There’s no one thing I can put my finger on.” Again he held his sword up before him. Though the blade was razor-sharp, the sides and handle showed the nicks and gouges of hundreds of battles. “Several of my men returned with reports of a strange, cold mist, and an unsettling feeling of being watched. Of course it’s understandable with the high level of preparedness we’ve asked of them for the last fortnight. But one of them could find anything out of place.”


    “You think their fears are justified?”


    “Fears of what? Cold winds and skittish horses? Animals acting strangely? What am I to make of—” Without warning Sergoth froze, eyes locked on his sword.


    “Get down,” he whispered, pushing his sister roughly to the ground. He spun around, verifying what he had seen reflected in his blade. The torches at the south gate had gone out.


    “What is it?” Asthina asked, beginning to rise.


    “Shh.” Again he pushed her to the cold flagstones. Raising his horn to his lips, he blew three quick bursts—the warning signal—and waited. There was no answer.


    He turned to the north. The torches at that gate had gone out as well. Even as he watched, the flames around the outside wall began to extinguish as if some great black hand was snuffing them out one by one.


    “Jorash, Killiam, to me,” he shouted, calling the guards who should be waiting at the base of the stairs. There was no answer.


    “What’s wrong? Where are the soldiers?” Asthina asked. She was trembling.


    “I don’t know.” Sergoth moved so that he stood between his sister and the doorway. Slowly he backed her to the edge of the parapet, being sure to keep her head below the top of the wall. He glanced down into the street. There was no sign of any danger. No sign of anything out of the ordinary at all. And yet he felt tiny pebbles of ice-cold flesh rise on the backs of his arms.


    A cold wind blew in from the south. It had a damp feel to it and a smell that brought images of bloody battlefields to his mind. “Stay down, against the wall.”


    He was walking toward the door, sword held high in front of him, bringing the horn to his lips again, when the screaming started.


    Chapter Two


    Iat awoke slowly from a night of restless sleep filled with troubled dreams. An icy wind had blown down from the thickly forested mountains overnight, and the valley floor was shrouded in a heavy mist. Shapeless forms danced and whirled in the dim morning light.


    Sitting painfully up, he scratched at the matted growth of hair covering his chin and cheeks. His itching freed an iridescent red insect that had spent the night snuggled warm in the old wizard’s beard.


    With a buzzing of double wings, the creature flew out over the surface of a nearby stream. Iat snapped his gnarled fingers in its direction and the buzzing immediately ceased as the insect transformed into a tiny fish of the same gem-like hue. It flipped sidewise once, as though still trying to stay airborne, vibrated its tiny gills, and dropped with a splunk into the water.


    He glanced instinctively at the pile of furs across the clearing. Tankum, his companion, despised the use of unnecessary magic—considered it showing off—and let Iat know his feelings at every turn. Iat needn’t have worried however. Despite the fact that the sun was at least an hour away from cresting the tops of the Arastel Mountains to the east, the cold air damp and gray, Tankum’s furs lay empty on the dewy grass.


    Clutching his cloak tightly across his narrow chest with one hand, Iat found his polished black staff and pulled himself to his feet. Every joint and muscle in his body crackled and groaned as he rose. The problem with getting old was, well . . . getting old. He’d give a sack full of gold—assuming he had one—for a single day without any aches or pains.


    He tilted his staff toward a likely looking bolder, and the stone heaved itself from the earth. After guiding it across the meadow to where he stood, he lowered it carefully back to the ground. Settling himself on its edge, he reached inside his pack and withdrew a vial formed from the skull of a small animal. He pulled the stopper and rubbed a pinch of sparkling dust between his fingers. As the dust trickled through his fist a silver cloud formed about his hand and floated to the ground.


    When it reached the earth, a crackling fire appeared, apparently burning nothing. Beside the fire, a wooden table rose from the ground. A large platter in the center of the table held wedges of multicolored cheese surrounding a bubbling meat pie. Next to the platter a dark green bottle and a ruby-encrusted goblet materialized.


    Biting into the cheese with a contented sigh, he held his feet out toward the flames. Holes showed through his woolen socks in several places, revealing pale white feet.


    “I don’t know why that fool insists on hunting every morning,” he said, wriggling his toes with obvious satisfaction, “when I am perfectly capable of providing a meal that would satisfy even his barbaric tastes.”


    From a copse of thin-trunked trees near the edge of the woods, something rattled the brush. Sure that it was Tankum retuning with some stinking skinned creature, Iat bit into his pie. Dark brown gravy dripped into the grayish-green beard that hung down the front of his grass-stained tunic, but he gave scarce notice.


    Again the brush rattled. This time, closer by. The old wizard lowered the pie back onto to the table, dark eyes narrowing. Without warning, a long black creature burst whip-like from the bushes and bounded toward him. Muscles bunching, and releasing, it raced across the open grass. Iat reached for his staff, but he’d left it lying in the grass.


    Just as the wizard’s fingers found the burnished wood amid the tall dewy stalks, the big cat leapt at him with a throaty scream of fury, its curved teeth bared, golden eyes shining.


    Iat raised his staff, but before he could bring it forward, a streak of silver flew out from the woods, catching the creature in midair. Noiselessly the cat dropped to the ground.


    Drawing a shaky breath, Iat lowered his staff. “Now who’s showing off?” he said.


    Tankum stepped out of the trees, a wide grin on his face. “Leapur’s good eating,” he said, flashing teeth every bit as long as sharp as the leapur’s. Kneeling in the grass, he pulled the palm-length blade from a spot just behind the leapur’s right foreleg.


    “Of course I’m sure you could have protected yourself. You were probably just about to conjure up some more of that cheese, to feed the beast until it was so full it waddled away.” With a practiced hand he slit open the cat’s belly, allowing its guts to slide, steaming, onto the ground.


    Iat wrinkled his nose at the coppery smell of the animal’s innards. He brushed crumbs of cheese from his tunic and straightened his shoulders. Passing his palm over the fire, he muttered something almost inaudible, and a thin golden stream of light shot from the fire toward the gutted leapur.


    Tankum had been bending over his prey, his back toward Iat, but at the wizard’s words, he spun around, ears quivering beneath his shaggy main of hair. “What did you say?” he growled. Grizzled eyebrows rose questioningly on the warrior’s broad forehead. His nostrils flared as though he smelled something distasteful.


    “Nothing.” The wizard poured golden liquid into his goblet, expression carefully neutral.


    Suddenly the dead leapur raised its head. Golden eyes that had been blank a moment before blazed. It let out a blood-curdling scream that split the morning air.


    In a flash, Tankum leapt backward. With a blur a movement, both hands drew swords hidden within the depths of his leather jerkin. Deadly sword tips met at the creature’s chest. But even as he thrust his blades, the leapur dropped back to the earth as lifeless as it had been a moment before.


    Spinning around, Tankum glared at the wizard, long nose pulled back in a snarl. “You did that,” he shouted.


    Iat shrugged, tugging at the end of his beard. He held out the bottle “Drink?”


    Chapter Three


    Side by side Iat and Tankum made steady, but unremarkable southward progress down the open valley. The sun had finally appeared peeking through the treetops of the thick forest that separated the valley from the mountains whose peaks wore white year round, and trails of mist rose swirling into the warming air. To the west, what had been a stream higher up had joined other creeks and streams emerging from the forest until it was now a fast moving river.


    “There I was, surrounded by three of the biggest rockborn this side of Arakish Pass—each roughly the size of a small mountain—my quiver empty, crossbow sprung, swords shattered. My only hope of survival, hand to hand combat.” Tankum swung his arms showing how he’d gone after the rockborn.


    “Nonsense,” Iat interrupted.


    “What?” Tankum glared down at the wizard.


    “A simple sleep charm and you’d have been on your way. Much more effective then a crossbow anyway.” As if to demonstrate his point Iat raised his staff at a small yellow bird flying overhead. Instantly the bird tucked its wings and plummeted from the sky. At the last possible moment, the wizard waved his staff again and the bird pulled out of its dive, wingtips brushing the tops of the grass as it returned to flight.


    “That’s just the kind of thinking that will get you killed one day.” Tankum waved at the tiny bird as it flitted back into the sky, black eyes glaring. “Just because your little tricks work on a peep does not mean that they’d work on a rockborn.”


    “After all these years you still show your ignorance,” Iat said. As they reached the edge of the river, the wizard spread his hands across the water. At his command the flow of the water altered revealing a glistening stone within reach of the bank. As he stepped onto it, the water moved again revealing another stone.


    Without breaking stride, Tankum stepped down into the icy river. It barely covered the tops of his knees. “And after all the times I’ve saved you from certain death,” the wolfkin called out over the water’s roar, “you’re still too stubborn to admit that strength and arms are more than a match for spells.”


    Stepping onto the bank at the other side of the river, the companions seemed as different from each other as two men could be. One raised in the royal halls of learning in the great city of Tristel, where even his teachers were amazed at the rapidity with which he devoured the ancient tomes housed there. The other, learning the proper way to hold a sword before he was old enough to walk. Breaking bowstrings and bones alike as he studied mastery of self, hand-to-hand combat, and the fine art of war.


    And yet something about them gave the impression of long acquaintance. Perhaps the way they unconsciously kept pace with one another despite their great disparity in size. Or how they scanned the terrain, taking turns at watching each other’s back without need for word or command.


    For while all appeared peaceful now, both knew the ground they walked was rich with the blood of friend and foe. Great wars had raged in this valley recently enough that occasional fragments of bleached white bone emerged from the soil as grim reminders.


    “Any time that you need a refresher in . . .” Iat turned, pointing a knobby finger, but Tankum wasn’t there. Looking behind him, he saw the warrior several paces back. He was standing frozen in place, face raised to the south nostril flaring.


    “What is it?” Iat turned to follow Tankum’s gaze. At first he could see nothing—his old eyes were no match for the wolfkin’s. Then, squinting, he just made out a thin trail of black rising up into the sky. It was three or fours hours distance, just about where—


    “Fire,” Tankum moaned, “and blood. The air is filled with the smell of blood.” He was taking great gulping breaths, shaking his great head back and forth, fingers knotted in his coarse hair. His mouth hung open as he scented the air, long pink tongue hanging out over the front of his teeth. His eyes grew round with horror. The wolfkin let out a low moan that turned into a howl.
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    Robison Wells is the author of seven published novels and a novella. He received a bachelor’s degree in Political Science, thinking he was going to go work for the CIA, but he sold a book during his last year in school and decided to pursue writing instead. He ended up working as a technical salesman selling wood, and even though he was selling books he was far from making a living at it. So he went back to school, got an MBA in marketing, and graduated right as the economy fell completely apart. It was during those long months of unemployment that his brother (Dan Wells) essentially dared him to write a book, the result of which was Variant. Rob’s been writing full time now since 2011.


    He has a wife and three children, and they live at the base of a big mountain, just a couple miles from an elk pasture.

  


  
    My wife has had Generalized Anxiety Disorder, which was undiagnosed until she had a very difficult miscarriage. Suddenly things started to make sense: her irrational fear of dogs, her panicked crying if I was five minutes late to pick her up from work. Fortunately, she was under the OB/GYN’s close care and he saw what was happening, and he prescribed her medication. Although the sadness and mental pain of losing a baby didn’t leave, she felt a cloud of depression and anxiety leave her—it was the first time in her whole life when the cloud lifted and light broke through.


    So when I started to struggle—I started with a severe Panic Disorder, where I would hide curled up in the corner of my basement office, or our bedroom closet, or in the dark kitchen at midnight—she knew I needed medical help. And for that I’m eternally grateful; there was no attempt to try to fight it away with “happy thoughts.” She knew it was a disease, and, like any disease, she knew it required a doctor.


    I’ve been through a host of medicines as the family doctor first tried to help, but after months of his trial-and-error with benzos and anti-psychotics, with the disease getting worse (it had now turned into agoraphobia, depression, and, worst of all, OCD with self harm), he turned me over to a psychiatrist and a therapist.


    It’s been four years now. Sometimes it helps my writing—last spring my OCD forced me to write fourteen hours a day, and if I wasn’t working I would have to be actively restraining myself from punching myself in the face until I bleed. (This is one of the many reasons why it annoys the hell out of me when someone happily says “I’m so OCD!” when what they mean is “I like things tidy!”)


    I’m better than I was four years ago. But I’m not good. I’m writing this on my son’s birthday, while he’s off at a party that I can’t imagine attending. But we went as a family to go get pancakes this morning while the restaurant was quiet. So, small steps. I’ll get back to normal, one day.
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    The number one complaint that I get about my Variant series is “Why are there only two books?” The answer to that is: because this is all my publisher wanted in this series. Then the next question is: “Well why did you end it like that? It just raises more questions!” It does, and I love that about it. I have notes ready and prepared to write book three, should the publisher ever want it, but for now, here’s the epilogue.
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    There were still panicked alerts, still hysterical screams when someone thought they saw Iceman or Ms. Vaughn. Jane and the others leaving the fort were using Maxfield’s road, after all. As they’d passed the camouflaged entrance to the underground bunker, Jane had prayed that no guards would see them.


    But if anyone was watching, they didn’t stop them. Whatever Benson and Becky had done, they’d apparently turned off every android everywhere—including Iceman and Ms. Vaughn. That included all of the people in the real world who had been replaced. Benson had been certain that the two girls who looked so much like sisters were the President’s daughters. How would the country react? How widespread was it? It couldn’t be too large a problem yet—the school had only fifteen or twenty people, and some of them were dupes of the kids in the fort.


    They’d find out how many soon enough. They were on their way toward freedom. They didn’t know where this road went, but it did lead them away from the underground complex.


    Most of those from the fort came with them, but about a third had thought they should walk into the forest—that there was a shortcut.


    When light began to wane, they stopped to set up camp. It would be cold, but they could stand cold; they’d lived with it for years. Even so, Curtis took an axe to one of the ponderosa pines and made short work of it. He’d gone into a frenzy—wide, angry eyes, tears dripping down his cheeks.


    Curtis had become enraged at the whole idea of the fort—at the living conditions, at the leaders and their leadership “style,” which was no more than segregation and bullying, and at the thought that Carrie—his Carrie—was real, but he’d fallen in love with a robotic version of her. A duplicate. A “dupe.” So he’d taken an axe to the forest. He’d worn himself out after he chopped down seven thin pines and after he came back, he’d fallen asleep in her arms—real, human arms—on the grass.


    That’s what Jane had wanted from Benson. That’s what she’d always wanted from him. It would have been enough for him to love her dupe. She could have shared that feeling of love—she had shared it—with her duplicate at the school. Her dupe had loved him, and she still felt that intensity through the implant in her head. But there was nothing but loneliness, both in her real mind and her implant now that Benson and Becky had shut down all of the dupes. That should have felt like a victory, but it was hollow and empty; her dupe had been such a part of her—a second life always going on somewhere in the back of her mind, distant yet consistent, with sudden floods of emotion and visions of what was happening with the duplicate Jane.


    Like the floods of emotion she felt whenever her dupe had been with Benson. And the same feelings—the real emotions she felt when she met him in person at the fort.


    She looked across the fire, where Benson sat on a rock, his fingers intertwined with Becky’s. The rock was so small that Benson had to put his arm around Becky’s waist to support them both.


    Poor them.


    Lily sat beside Jane. “What are your plans—you know, for when you get out?”


    “They’ll make us go to school, won’t they?” Jane answered. “Put us back in foster care?”


    “Not me,” Lily said. “I’ve never been in foster care, and I’m not going to now.”


    “Neither was I,” Jane said. “But there’s something to be said for a warm bed and three meals a day. And after living in that place, I think I can handle bad foster parents. Besides, by my count, I might already be eighteen. My birthday is January third, but I’m not sure how many winters have gone by or what year I was born. I think I came here when I was thirteen, but I’m not even sure about that.”


    “What if you and I went somewhere else instead of going into town?” Lily asked, looking at the fire instead of Jane. She kept her voice lower than the crackling and whooshing of the tall flames.


    “Go where?” Jane asked, turning to look at Lily.


    She seemed transfixed by the fire. They sat there, setting new logs on it, Jane not feeling tired at all, until one by one—or two by two—the rest of the group left to find places to sleep. The wood turned to coals, and the coals turned to ashes, and Jane finally started to feel the pangs of sleepiness. She stood and stretched.


    “Do you ever look at the stars?” Lily asked. “I mean, do you know anything about astronomy?”


    “Sure,” Jane said. “Melissa Black taught that class back at the fort. We even tried to get telescopes from Maxfield, but you can guess how that went over. Melissa had won some state award in junior high astronomy before winding up at the school.”


    “So it’s probably a dumb question for me to ask, but can you spot the Big Dipper?”


    Jane brushed the grime from her worn blue dress, then turned her eyes toward the sky. “My dupe had perfect eyesight,” she said, scanning the brilliant lightshow of stars above the mountains. “The Big Dipper? It’s right there.”


    “Okay. Some people call it Ursa Major, the big bear. Are you familiar with that?”


    “Yeah, Melissa taught us about that.”


    “Good.” Lily’s voice was hushed, as if talking too loud would brush all the stars from the sky. “So look at the head of the bear. Look at the stars just above the head. There’s a fairly bright light. Do you see it?”


    “I see a couple. Like I said, my dupe could see better than me. I think I need glasses.”


    “Good enough,” Lily whispered. “It’s not a star. It’s a galaxy. And in that galaxy, there’s a star that NASA calls SN 2014J.”


    “How do you know all this?”


    “Do you know what the SN stands for? I’ll just tell you: Supernova. I assume you can figure out the 2014. And the J is because it was the tenth supernova in 2014.”


    Jane separated the wood with her pole so it would cool down and burn itself out. She didn’t have a tent—just her threadbare blankets—so she lay down on the grass next to the hot coals. Lily huddled on her rock, pulling her blanket over shoulders, and took Jane’s stick.


    “Why are you telling me this?” Jane asked, exhaustion overtaking her.


    Lily shrugged her shoulders. “Imagine if your own sun started to die. What would you do? There’s not much you could do—you’d have to get out of the solar system, and earth doesn’t have the technology to get away. You’re still thinking about manned missions to Mars—which is twenty years away at best!—but Mars is too close to save you from a supernova.”


    Jane curled up so that her head wasn’t on the frozen dirt. She didn’t know if ticks stuck around during the winter, and she wasn’t going to risk didn’t getting them in her hair. Not that the blanket was a good deterrent.


    “Why do you care?” Jane asked.


    Lily just shrugged and jabbed at the fire with the stick. “Do you know how long it took the light of that supernova to get to us? Eleven and a half thousand years. SN 2014J is long dead and gone.”


    Melissa had explained about the speed of light and light years. Jane understood that much, but she didn’t care right now. She rolled onto her back. After Benson had returned from Maxfield, he’d sat privately with Jane and explained what he had seen in the underground control room. They’d both come to the same conclusion: Maxfield had to be some kind of alien monster—or the monster was a distraction to hide the true identity of whoever was really behind all of this.


    Either way, Benson had said that Maxfield had been very convincing. Despite the black water and bubbles, he’d got a very close look at it, and he believed it was real.


    “So are you calling it an alien from that solar system?” Jane said.


    Lily came over and sat next to Jane. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


    “But why come to a place eleven thousand light years away? Wouldn’t it make more sense to if it was from somewhere closer?”


    “If your planet was about to die, wouldn’t you leave?”


    “Lily, I’m sure somewhere else would have been closer.”


    “There’s only Maxfield here—that’s one alien we know about. What if they don’t put all of their eggs in one basket? What if they sent out scouts, looking for places to colonize?”


    “But why create androids?”


    Lily snorted. “Come on. I’m sure you can think of a dozen reasons why an invading force would want an army that looks like the enemy.”


    Jane could think of a dozen reasons. Lily’s words made sense—all except the specific star. That seemed to be guesswork. Either way, she was glad to have Lily here with her. She hadn’t been in the school very long—only four months—and had been in the fort three weeks at most. Jane had felt an immediate connection with her, both as a dupe and as a person. They’d done everything together, but she’d never heard Lily speculate about their captors—Lily usually just complained.


    Jane pulled the blanket over her head and was asleep within five minutes.


    “Dammit!” someone shouted, waking Jane to a mass of confusion in the complete darkness. She didn’t know what was going on, but she pulled on her shoes and shook Lily awake.


    “What’s going on?”


    “I don’t know,” Jane said, and then ran across the road to where Curtis sliding his hammer into the belt of his jeans.


    “Lights!” Gabby said, as she jogged past them. “We heard an engine and saw lights.”


    “On this road?” Jane called out.


    No one answered. They were either too afraid of Maxfield coming back, or too eager to get to a vehicle.


    Lily appeared a moment later, her hair a tangled mess from sleep. “Lights? Where?”


    “Up the road, I guess,” Carrie said. “Close.”


    “On this road?” Jane asked, trying to hold back terror at the thought that they should flee into the forest.


    “No,” Carrie said. “Just headlights passing by. We must be really close to another road.”


    Jane ran back to grab her things. She threw them all into the blanket and then wrapped it up and slung it over her shoulder.


    Lily abandoned the piece of wood she’d put over her shoulders yesterday to carry her two bags. Now she carried them in hand, both nearly dragging on the ground, though she managed to keep them from barely skimming the dirt.


    Despite her exhaustion, it was hard to not run. Jane had been here for so long, and she wanted nothing more than to be free, to be with real people again.


    As they walked, the rutted dirt turned to broken asphalt, and then to a well-paved road. It even had a white-dashed line down the center. Something glimmered in the starlight—a pair of red reflectors attached to a steel gate. They all walked to it and climbed over, under, or through quickly and easily, then found themselves on the highway.


    The highway. She couldn’t fathom it. She began to tremble. She dropped her blanket and fell to her knees on the gravelly roadbed. Tears began to come. She fought them, but they wouldn’t stay away, and soon she was full-on sobbing. Someone knelt down beside her. She expected it to be Lily, but as she opened her eyes and tried to see in the dark, she could tell it was Benson.


    He was smiling.


    She forced a small grin, even though the tears were still coming.


    “I told you we’d make it out,” he said, and then he wrapped his arms around her. She hugged him back, but it didn’t feel the same as before. This wasn’t “I told you so,” but he still had no right to celebrate with her.


    Yet she still loved him. She couldn’t help it. She’d probably always have those feelings—those intense emotions that had come through the implant—but she could push them aside. Benson was with Becky now. And they made a good couple.


    Besides, what did it matter now? She was escaping! They’d made it to the highway. They were going into town, whichever it was, and it was sure to have police, and warm clothes, and hot food.


    Shelly stepped forward, into the center of the road, then turned to the crowd. “We need runners,” she said. “Out here, there might be nothing for thirty miles, and I know that some of you can’t go that far.”


    Jane turned to look at the group. Everyone was dehydrated, so people were sick, hardly able to walk. She felt good that she was still up on her feet, but she had a strong, almost irrational desire to lie down on the pavement and sleep.


    Melissa stepped out of the crowd, raising her hand. “I can run west.”


    “I’ll run too,” Lily said, to Jane’s shock. “Jane and I will go east.” Lily dropped her two bags into the brush.


    “I can’t,” Jane murmured.


    “You’ll be fine,” Lily said.


    “Okay,” Shelly said. “We’ll wait for you for two hours. Try to find a road sign telling us how far to a town. If you’re not back, we’ll split up and follow.”


    “I can’t,” Jane said to Lily, as everyone was wishing them well and finding places to sit down and rest.


    “You can,” Lily said. “We just have to make it to that bend in the road up there.”


    Jane laughed tiredly. “Isn’t that what you tell runners at the end of a race—just make it to that tree, now just make it to the top of the hill . . .”


    “This isn’t like that,” Lily said, and started jogging. Jane followed reluctantly, her sides already hurting. Her shoes were horrible on the hard ground. She’d surely have blisters before this was over.


    “So have you thought about what I said about the star going supernova?” Lily asked between breaths.


    “Not really,” Jane said, not running too fast to talk. “Except that Maxfield being an alien explains a few things, like how he has higher technology, and how he’s been here for so long. Makes me wonder how many people he’s killed or allowed others to kill. Like how he stood back and watched during The War. Or when the mob killed Isaiah. Or whatever he does with people once they get too old to stay at the fort.”


    By the time she was done talking, Jane was practically walking. She tried to hurry her pace, but was so tired it just wasn’t coming.


    “Are we out of view?” Lily asked, turning and looking back. “Good.”


    She pulled two things from the small bag slung over her neck and across her body: a box cutter and a flashlight. “Scientists already know that SN 2014J is dead—it went supernova.”


    “Then why can I still see it?” Jane immediately remembered the answer to her own question—another thing she’d learned from Melissa’s classes. When you look at the stars you’re looking backward in time, because it takes so long for light to reach you.


    “It’s 11,500 light years away,” Lily said, with no detectable emotion in her voice. “Three years from now, you’ll see the supernova with the naked eye. It’ll be one of the brightest things in the sky. But given the process of a dying star, the planet that we come from—SN 2014J 4—is completely dead.”


    “I don’t know what that means.” Jane started to cry quietly.


    “Lilyana 558,” she said. “I come from the test facility outside of Prague. We don’t have dupes.”


    Jane stared, dumbfounded, as Lily put a flashlight between her teeth, pulled her box cutter from her coat pocket, and, just as Jane had seen every-one in the fort do a hundred times, Lily cut her scarred arm down to the bone—and it was just what Jane expected: bone and muscle, with blood dripping down Lily’s forearm.


    “No, you’re not some class of robot,” Jane said. “See your arm? You’ve gone crazy. You’re like Eliana, back at the fort. No matter what you think, you are human.”


    “I can give you a demonstration. What would you like to see?”


    “Nothing,” Jane said, stepping away from Lily and staring at the stars.


    Lily was quiet for a long time, just leaning against a tree. Jane hated Lily right then. Robots weren’t anything to joke about. Didn’t Lily realize how sensitive Jane would be about that?


    Or had Lily cracked under the pressure? Maybe really she was like Elianna.


    “What kind of demonstration?” Jane asked.


    Even in the dark, she could see Lily’s smile, or maybe she could just hear it in her voice. Either way, she knew that Lily had been waiting for this moment and was filled with glee at the chance to show off.


    Lily clicked the flashlight back on and held out her arm.


    Jane looked at the blood. She’d seen so much of it at the fort that it didn’t bother her anymore. It trailed down Lily’s arm, to her fingers, and . . .


    “Wait. Where’s your cut?” Jane asked, and took hold of Lily’s thin arm.


    Lily laughed.


    The blood was there, in a thin line on top of perfectly normal, untouched, healthy skin. Jane grabbed Lily’s flashlight and looked closer. No scars anywhere. Everyone from the fort had arms covered in scars—that’s how they proved they were human. And Jane had just seen Lily cut into a heavily scarred arm. But now, only a few minutes later, the fresh cut and all of Lily’s scars were all gone.


    “How did you do that?” Jane said, dropping Lily’s arm—almost pushing it away.


    “Nanotechnology. Really advanced nanotechnology.”


    Jane paused for several seconds, staring at Lily’s arm, at her whole body. “Do you have an implant in your head? Are you like us?”


    “I have enough of a transmitter and receiver that I was able to mimic what Maxfield was doing. He doesn’t know what I am.”


    “So what are you? An android? A human with . . . alterations?”


    “I’m enough of a human to make philosophers write dissertations about me, and I’m enough of an android to make MIT pee their pants.”


    “Why are you telling me all of this?”


    “So you’ll be prepared. I’ve been a mole for the last six months, spying on Maxfield. I was supposed to see how the whole operation worked. I got into the school following one of Maxfield’s quizzes. I played his games, was the best paint baller on the field, incited a little rebellion, and then Benson came. I could tell that he would cause more trouble than I ever could, so I moved to the next phase—I let myself get caught. I saw what the underground facilities were like—very disappointing, by the way—and then went to the fort. All it took was a little nudging, and Benson did everything I needed him to.”


    Jane stumbled and caught herself on a roadside tree.


    “We need to get to town,” Lily said. “Come on.”


    Instead of running, Jane sank down to sit on her heels. “I can’t,” she mouthed, no sound coming out. “I can’t.”


    Lily knelt in front of her. “Listen, Jane. Maxfield is still the bad guy. Curtis and Carrie and Benson and Becky and everyone else—they’re still your friends.”


    “But what about you? Are you here to colonize our world?”


    “Honestly? We’re only interested in your oceans, and only in the tropical regions. But you didn’t think that first contact with intelligent alien life would bring people who look like me, right? That’s why they have people like me—so that we’re not scaring everybody all the time.”


    “What about the president’s daughters?”


    Lily sighed then reached down for Jane, who reluctantly accepted the help and stood. Lily started walking, and Jane followed along.


    “That’s why I came to Maxfield Academy. These test facilities are supposed to perfect the species so that they can enter the society and, if need be, replace people. But we don’t have any orders to do so. Do you know how many of our race are present on your planet? Six. That’s all. Then suddenly, Maxfield starts replacing the daughters of the President of the United States.”


    Lily began jogging, and Jane followed, feeling like a zombie, her mind numb and graceless.


    Jane thought through her friends; she didn’t know where to start. “So, you’re not one of the six?”


    Lily laughed. “No. If they looked like humans, they wouldn’t need to make human lookalike androids, would they?”


    “Do they all look like monsters? Like Maxfield?”


    “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. I’ve been programmed to love the aliens—and yes, they all look more or less like Maxfield. But I’m hardwired to love them, to love them more than I love myself, more than you. More than Channing Tatum or Jennifer Lawrence.”


    Jane didn’t know who those people were, but she assumed they were celebrities. She slowed to a stop and turned to face Lily. “So what do we tell the police?”


    “Just trust me.”


    In any other situation, Jane would have laughed in Lily’s face, but she felt a strange kinship with her. She nodded, and they began walking through the outskirts of the town toward Main Street.


    They picked up the pace to a jog again, along the road, passing houses tucked back, barely in view of the road—the kind of house Jane had always wanted. But Lily wanted the police, and was determined she could get them. No time to look at them, so Jane nodded. Lily probably had maps in her head—maybe even live-streaming satellite images.


    The sun was just coming up. Jane wondered how far they’d run and how long it had taken them to get this far. Shelly would have sent others after them.


    Someone was opening the doors of the small general store, watching Jane and Lily strangely. They had to look awful—Jane in the tattered blue dress she always had on, which was covered with a jacket that looked like it had come from army surplus. Lily had jeans and a too-large, orange-and-red plaid shirt. And both of them were too thin, obviously malnourished. That feature must have been sculpted into Lily, Jane thought.


    Then she saw a squat building with three brown and white vehicles—two sedans and one SUV. They all had lights mounted on their roofs.


    Lily stopped and turned to Jane. “We need to be on the same page when we go in there.”


    “What page is that? We’re telling them about everyone from the fort on the road, and about the school and the underground complex.”


    Lily put her hands on the sides of Jane’s face. “There’s a fire in the underground complex. I had to set it. You’ll understand.”


    She pressed on Jane’s skull, making a pattern with her fingertips. With every tap, Jane felt a dizzying jolt, as if she could feel her brain making electric connections.


    And Jane suddenly understood. They had to keep the secret of Maxfield. They were losing so many secrets now, and this couldn’t be one of them.


    Jane stood taller as Lily’s hands dropped away. She was Jane, but she was not Jane. She was so many other things—she knew so many more things. She was filled with confidence; knowledge was ready at her fingertips. With her mind’s eye, she could see all through her body—the perfect, human-like bones and muscles. She was Jane—Jane 431.


    Together, they turned and walked to the sheriff’s office. They were met at the door by a man with a lean build and thinning red hair and a badge that read F. Matheson.


    “Come in. You two look like you’ve seen hard times,” he said, pouring himself coffee. “Would you like some?”


    Jane nodded, but Lily shook her head.


    “We need your help in a bad way,” Jane said. “We’ve just escaped a prison.”


    “With about forty or fifty of our friends,” Lily added.


    It made more sense for Jane to do most of the talking. She looked eighteen or nineteen, while Lily’s android body still looked like a middle-schooler.


    “That’s right, sir,” Jane said, moving to a map of the county. “Our friends are a ways back on the road.” There was a large, empty spot of forest. She pointed to it. “The prison we came from is here. It’s burning down right now.”


    “Don’t have to call me sir,” he said. “Frank is fine. But there’s nothing out there—a company owns fracking rights.” He picked up a pair of binoculars and stepped to the window.


    “Have you ever checked it out, sir? I mean, Frank?”


    “I don’t suppose that I have. But it does look like there’s smoke out there. You’re telling me there are fifty kids like you stranded on the road?”


    Lily spoke. “Yes, sir.”


    Frank sat at his desk and flipped through a few dozen Post-It notes. He picked up the phone and dialed. “Vera? This is Frank. Fire up the school bus and meet me out in front of the station.”


    He looked up at them. “I want to get on top of this, but I need to get the ranger station on the line, and the fire marshal, too. I don’t know who has jurisdiction out there.”


    He finally got off the phone, after getting someone headed to Maxfield Academy. Then he set to asking the girls more questions.


    Jane answered all of them just as she would have before Lily had awoken her on the road. A thought appeared in Jane’s brain that Lily needed to leave, and suddenly Jane’s brain displayed an entire building complex on another empty spot of map—not a school. A prison. Maxfield’s testing facility for adult androids. Hopefully it could be salvaged.


    When Frank appeared to be done asking questions, Lily spoke up. “I’m going back to the diner we passed coming into town.”


    Frank stood and rooted through one pocket. “Do you have any money?”


    “No,” Lily said, and he gave her a ten-dollar bill.


    “Don’t be gone long. If this crazy story pans out, I’ll need you to give a statement.” He pointed at Jane. “Can you come with me?”


    She nodded. In her mind, Lily smiled. Jane smiled back. “Of course.”
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    When Dan was 5 years old he got autographs from both Darth Vader and Mr. Rogers. He owns more than 300 board games. He has visited fifteen different countries, and lived in three. He was diagnosed with hypochondria as a child, but it’s mostly gone now. He memorizes poetry for fun. He will eat pretty much anything at least once. He collects ugly ties. He is terrified of needles, mediocrity, and senile dementia. When he dies, his wife has specific instructions to play Michael Jackson’s “Don’t Stop ’til You Get Enough” at his funeral.

  


  
    When I was three years old I was diagnosed with hypochondria—or, more correctly, with a series of mental problems and hangups that would, if left untreated, develop into hypochondria. The modern name for hypochondria is “illness anxiety disorder,” and its a condition in which you always think you’re sick, and you always worry about being sick, and you interpret every minor little health problem as a sign of something huge and life-threatening. Wake up with a sore throat? That’s because you’re DYING, probably of throat cancer, but maybe also of pneumonia or tuberculosis or, for that matter, some really weird form of shingles that started growing on your throat instead of your skin, because holy crap I can feel it right now, I have shingles in my throat and I can feel the little bumps, I need to start drinking that antibiotic lotion so it can cover my throat and—


    —well, you get the idea. Lots of people misinterpret their bodies, and everybody overreacts to an illness now and then, but the threshold at which “weird behavior” becomes “a mental disorder” is the point at which it impedes your ability to live a normal life. When I was three, I crossed that threshold, and some loving parents and an attentive doctor were able to identify that problem and deal with it before it became a problem. I was lucky. Most people with mental disorders don’t get recognized at all, let alone in the formative stages. Really, though, that’s all it took: paying attention, and taking it seriously.


    So pay attention, and when you see a problem, take it seriously.


    [image: ]

  


  
    This was a very exciting piece of history for me to dig out of my writing trunk: the very first thing I ever wrote about John Cleaver. His character was the very first thing I created for I Am Not A Serial Killer, long before the plot and the monsters and everything else, and I spent almost a full year puzzling over him, trying to figure out who he was, and how he thought, and how he talked, and how to tell his story. Eventually, of course, there comes a time when you need to stop thinking and start writing, so I sat down and did a free write—I didn’t have a story or an outline or anything, I just let the character talk. I never used this piece of writing in any of the books, but the character is here, more vibrant and alive than anything I’d ever written before. This is the piece that convinced me I’d really found something special. I hope you like it.

  


  Free-Write Prologue


  
I Am Not a Serial Killer


  Dan Wells


  
    There are three traits shared by 95% of serial killers. I’m twelve years old, and I have all three of them.


    Obviously, not everybody who has the traits of a serial killer is one. There are plenty of things that serial killers do that everyone else does, too. Consider your dad—maybe he’s around, maybe he isn’t. Mine’s been gone for years, which means that I have a single parent home—and so did a lot of serial killers, but that doesn’t mean that everyone who lost their dad is a serial killer. These aren’t prophecies or anything, they’re called predictors—you can predict that someone with only one parent is more likely to become a serial killer than someone with two. It’s statistics, though of course they don’t mean much one by one—after all, there are tens of thousands of kids in the world who grow up with only one parent, and most of them are fine. But if you start piling up the predictors, say maybe the kid is really smart (like me), but does poorly in school (like me), and doesn’t really have any friends (like me), and is a clinically diagnosed sociopath fascinated with death (yeah, that one’s me too)—well, at that point your prediction becomes a lot stronger. You can add them up and say “the majority of children who possess all of these traits will eventually engage in criminal behavior, up to and including homicide.”


    Homicide. That makes is sound boring, somehow, like a cop show on TV. Serial killing isn’t homicide, it’s . . . well it is, of course, but that’s missing the point. People commit “homicide” because they caught their wife cheating, or they tried to rob a gas station and it went wrong. People become serial killers because they need to, deep inside, and there’s nothing they can do about it. People commit homicide for a reason. Serial killers don’t need a reason, because for them killing is a reason all by itself.


    But now you think I’m a freak, and I haven’t even gotten to my point yet. I am not a serial killer—I don’t want to be, I don’t plan to be, and I am doing everything I can to make sure that I never become one. But sometimes I think the universe wants me to be one, no matter what I do to stop it. Which brings me back to the three traits I talked about earlier.


    They call these traits the MacDonald Triad. I’ve seen enough kung fu movies to know that a triad is like a Chinese mob, so the first thing I thought of when I heard about the MacDonald Triad was some kind of deadly fast food McNinja, leaping down from the shadows and throwing chicken nuggets into someone’s jugular. That’s actually not what it is. Another, less-exciting meaning of triad is “three things,” and these particular three things were discovered in 1963 by a psychiatrist named J. M. MacDonald, who noted that almost every single serial killer he studied shared the same three traits. Since then they’ve continued to hold true for almost every new serial killer that pops up—they’re the strongest predictors for serial killing that anyone has ever found. And, like I said, I’ve got all three.


    I always start with this one because it’s actually kind of cool: pyromania. I like to set things on fire. The great part about this is that I’m a twelve-year-old boy—of course I like to play with fire. It’s why I joined the Cub Scouts. Send me up in the mountains, give me a fire pit and a box of matches, and I’ll be happy until they drag me away at night. And nobody thinks it’s weird; that’s the key. When I was five years old and set my bed on fire playing with Dad’s lighter, that turned a few heads; when I did it again at seven, except that it was a wood shed and I had doused it in gas from our lawnmower, people got really worried. My mom signed me up for Cub Scouts the very next summer, hoping it would keep me out of trouble and give me some strong male role models or something. All it really did was give me hands-on fire training from a guy who loved it almost as much as I did. Thanks to my scout lessons I can now start a fire without even using a match—tell me that’s not going to thrill a budding arsonist. I went to scouts every week because it was my chance to watch things burn in a socially acceptable environment—no more worried mothers, no more police cars, and no more trips to the school psychologist. Well, at least not for pyromania.


    The second trait in the triad is the embarrassing one—I would put it third but . . . well, you’ll see. If nothing else it should get me some sympathy, and I’ll need your sympathy by the time I get to number three. But anyway: number two. I wet the bed.


    Please note that we are not talking about low-key, three-year-old, not-toilet-trained-yet bed wetting. We are talking about a twelve-year-old boy who sleeps on plastic sheets because he can’t control his own pee. You see why I’m embarrassed? If lighting fires is why I joined scouts, bedwetting is why I left—it’s hard to explain to the guy in the next sleeping bag why the tent floor is wet in the morning, or why your bag is soaked, or why you wear diapers at night. It’s not the kind of thing that other boys, of any age, are going to forgive and forget. I’d managed to keep it a secret until I turned 11 and the scouts started taking me on overnight camps, but after that it was a lost cause. I gave up scouts, fire and all, and never went back. Last week I helped my neighbor burn his leaves just because I needed the fix—I felt like an addict, stumbling around and begging for a shot of the good stuff. Fire: it’s my anti-drug.


    Why did they put bedwetting in the triad? Well, because it’s true, but the real question is “why is it true?” What is the link between serial killers and bed wetters? Fire we can understand, because it’s deadly and destructive, but bedwetting? Personally, I think it’s a matter of control: serial killers can’t control themselves, which is why they kill, but it’s also why they pee in the bed. They don’t have control over their lives, or anything else, and bedwetting is just another sign of that. If you’ve ever met my mother, you know that I don’t have much control over my own life either. Chalk it up on the list of predictors.


    Now comes the third part of the triad, and again I stress that you’re not going to like me very much after you hear it: I torture animals. See, I told you. I promise that I actually don’t torture them anymore, but I did for a while, and that’s what counts. We live on the edge of town, with a big field on one side and a little forest in the back, and we used to get gophers and moles and raccoons and all kinds of things eating our lawn and our garden. My dad set traps for them, before he disappeared, and it was my job as a fresh-faced seven-year-old to walk out with a shovel every morning and smash anything we’d caught during the night. It didn’t take me long to discover that I could hit with the blade of the shovel instead of the big flat side and actually see the insides of whatever I was killing. It was one of the coolest things I can ever remember: seeing for the first time that little gopher cross-section, watching the bones move in the muscles, and the organs jerk around, and the blood ooze out all over with nothing to hold it in. Muscles aren’t at all what you’d expect, looking at those diagrams in your biology book—they’re like a stringy red Jell-o that everything just sits in, loose and lifeless. Organs really aren’t all that recognizable either—there’s a big pile of purple blobs in the middle of the rib cage, like a bunch of squishy grapes, all connected with strands of fat and gristle. Underneath it are the intestines, and the first time I saw those I didn’t even recognize them—have you ever seen that drawing of intestines where they’re there on the page, all alone, but still folded up and maintaining their perfect shape? So had I. Real intestines don’t do that. Take away the bag that holds them together—the body—and they turn into a pile of wet, floppy noodles, falling all over and making a mess. It’s pretty cool.


    So every morning I’d go out and cut open these animals—sometimes all at once, and sometimes just a little at a time so I could watch the insides while they were still alive and working—and I didn’t think anything of it. It didn’t even occur to me that I should hide what I was doing, because I didn’t think there was anything wrong with it. That was the first real indication, though nobody knew it at the time, that I had Antisocial Personality Disorder. Among other things, it means that I feel no true emotional connections to anything—people and animals are just things, and no matter how happy or sad or painful they may be, I can never empathize with them. We’re different. You look at a guy walking down the street and see a brother; a fellow human being. I just see a guy—meat and hair hanging on a skeleton, as different from myself as a lamppost or a street sign. I suppose you could say that people with APD don’t think of themselves as part of the human race. This condition is also called sociopathy, which is also called psychopathy. Are you getting the full implication now? I’d slice open these little gophers with a shovel, just to watch them squirm around, and I’d have the same emotional reaction as if I’d taken apart a puzzle—they were all just toys, and I was just playing with them. I’d just have soon cut open a person, and sometimes I wanted to, because I figured they had to look pretty different inside. And I was only seven years old.


    So why did I stop? Because that same year there was a serial killer in our town, and I started to learn more about them. I was completely fascinated, and I read everything I could find about them—I memorized their names and their victims and their methods like I was collecting baseball cards. I learned about the MacDonald Triad, and all of the other predictors, and I came to a decision: I did not want to be one of them. If there is one thing you remember about me, let it be this: that more than anything else in the world I want to do the right thing, even if I don’t know what it is. Maybe I’m just a rebel, flipping destiny the bird and telling it to go find another sociopath to do its dirty work. Maybe I have more of a moral sense than a sociopath should. Whatever it is, I’m going to hold onto it and never let it go. I might not be one of you, but I refuse to be one of them.


    Here is the final fact—the thing that lets me sleep at night and live with who I am. No matter how many predictors say that I will probably become a serial killer, there’s only one thing that actually makes you a serial killer: you kill people. I don’t, and I won’t. The MacDonald Triad and the rest can predict my future all they want, but they cannot define it. I am my own person.


    I am not a serial killer.

  


  [image: ]


  Luisa Perkins
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    I can tell you the exact day mental illness became more than an abstraction for me. I sat in a college psychology class listening to a lecture on clinical depression. As the professor listed the symptoms, I scoffed. That’s just normal. Next came a flash: Normal for me.


    Soon after, I was diagnosed with depression and generalized anxiety disorder. With help, I’ve learned to manage both, more or less. I’ve had sad or frustrating days in the years since—when I think I’m a bad writer or mother or laundress (or all of the above), but those have been normal dips in the ride we call life.


    Depression is palpably different than just a bad day or two. It’s like wearing a veil made of chain mail. It obscures my vision. It weighs me down and makes everything harder to bear. Recently when I wasn’t looking, it snuck in the back door like a mangy dog, yammering, drooling, and reminding me what a constant, unwelcome companion it once was.


    How do I know that it’s depression, not just temporary doldrums? Let me bring it out of the abstract for you:


    
      	My house is full of terrific books, but I don’t want to escape into a single one of them.


      	My fridge is stocked with a delicious food, and I’m hungry, but nothing looks appealing.


      	A long walk with my darling dog doesn’t cheer me up.


      	A long snuggle with one of my kids doesn’t cheer me up.


      	A long nap doesn’t cheer me up.


      	The idea of popping in Persuasion, Fanny & Alexander, The Magic Flute, or A Room with a View and knitting for a couple of hours doesn’t cheer me up.


      	The prospect of dinner with my hot husband at a great restaurant for Date Night doesn’t cheer me up.

    


    It’s not a matter of willpower or a good cry or a big bowl of ice cream. Anxiety and depression can be dealt with—but the first tool is recognition. The second is summoning the courage to ask for help.
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    Regardless of the choices we make, we all go to great lengths to make ourselves the heroes of our own stories. Is there ever a way to see ourselves from another’s perspective? Robert Frost’s gently ironic poem “The Road Not Taken” forms the framework for this retelling of Perrault’s classic fairy tale “Little Red Riding Hood.”

  


  
Seeing Red


  Luisa Perkins


  
    Less Traveled By


    Once upon a time, back in high school, it had only cost twenty-five dollars to fill up the tank of the Honda. Now it was closer to fifty.


    Oh, well. Ashley wasn’t paying for it.


    Good thing her dad had given her the gas card. The bonus was that the card worked for buying stuff at the gas station’s Mini Mart as well.


    She sidled down the aisle, the overflowing plastic basket weighing her arm down. She grabbed a package of sunflower seeds and shoved it down between the cans of Dr. Pepper and caffeinated water, the Hersheys, Tostitos, and Slim Jims. What else did she need?


    Ashley first saw the guy out of the corner of her eye. He was one aisle over, in baked goods. He wasn’t trying to hide the fact that he was staring at her, either. Idiot. She rolled her eyes and pulled the hood of her parka farther down her forehead.


    She was so sick of people gawking at her hair. Tom, for instance, had never gotten tired of looking at it and touching it. “I’m actually jealous of my own hair,” she’d said to him once. He’d just grinned and told her that it was her crowning glory.


    Hah. The first thing she’d do when she got to her grandma’s house in St. George was cut it all off and dye what was left the most boring brown she could find on the drugstore shelf. Just let her grandma try to talk her out of it. Not this time. New life, new Ashley.


    And new wardrobe, she thought, looking down at herself. She had tried to leave this ridiculous coat behind; she wouldn’t need it once she got to her internship in L.A. But now she was glad her mother had insisted on shoving it into her car at the last minute. It was as ugly as sin, especially on Ashley. No one with red hair and even one fashion clue ever wore bright red.


    But it did keep her warm in crappy weather like this. Plus, it had the hood.


    She glanced out of the corner of her eye again. The guy was hot, but old. Kind of like Brad Pitt, who was like, forty-five, at least, right? Old, but hot. An idiot for staring, though. She ignored him and considered the rest of her snack options, all dangling from metal rods stuck into the displays’ pegboards.


    The two things you needed in bulk for a successful road trip were music and food. She already had music covered. No way was she going to suffer through the lame radio stations in all the rectangle-shaped states in the middle of the country. No dirtbag music and right-wing talk radio for her, thank you very much. She’d bought a new little iPort for her car just yesterday.


    Come to think of it, she wished she hadn’t left her iPhone docked in the car; she wanted her earphones on right this minute. The Mini Mart’s speakers were blaring that sucky ’80s dance music Ashley’s mom loved. She could picture her mom now, singing at the top of her lungs and dancing around, her flabby stomach jiggling like, well, flab. The worst. Ashley grabbed some plastic-covered cupcakes.


    Food and music: check and check. You had to get road trip food at a convenience store; it was part of the ritual. It didn’t matter that stuff cost twice as much as it did at a grocery store. AM/PM or 7-Eleven or Wawa, whatever—the fluorescent ambience, the surly clerks who didn’t speak English, and the crap music—it all got you in the mood for a road trip. And this was going to be the mother of all road trips.


    She’d been on a few before. She’d driven north as far as Kashkawan, New York and as far south as the Florida Keys, with her family or with Tom. But she hadn’t ever driven west before. Going west was epic. Going west all by herself was even more epic. Ashley’s mom had printed out a Mapquest route for her and had highlighted places where “decent” hotels could be found.


    “It’s a straight shot on I-70 almost all the way,” her mom had said. “Stay at the Marriott; they’re always a little bit cleaner, it seems to me.”


    Yeah; no.


    Ashley didn’t start her internship for two more weeks. She didn’t see any reason why she should rush straight there. Three straight semesters of college had burnt her out. And then there was the whole Tom thing. Before she got all the way to the opposite coast, she needed some down time, grandma style. Sleeping in, watching endless game shows on the tiny TV in the condo’s living room, hitting the St. George Chuck-A-Rama at 4 p.m. to get the early bird discount, and carb-loading like mad.


    But before she wrapped herself in that cocoon of pleasant boredom and old lady routine, Ashley need fresh air and adventure. She wanted to see some of the country she’d always flown over. She’d done some research of her own and was planning on stopping at places like Vinegar Hill, Tennessee and Chain-O-Lakes, Missouri. Places with names as foreign as all those weird little animals in the Rainforest Exhibit at the Baltimore Zoo.


    Yeah, this trip would definitely be like going to the zoo. Maybe she’d discover that everything between the coasts wasn’t actually all banjos and plaid flannel and church suppers. But then again, there had to be a reason for all the clichés, right?


    She was done shopping. At the cash register, she slid her dad’s gas card through the payment thingy while the clerk rang up her loot. The back of her neck prickled. She pivoted on one foot, frowning. Old Hot Guy was standing right behind her.


    “You have such—” he began.


    Ashley decided to nip that right in the bud. “Beautiful hair, yeah, thanks. I get that a lot. It seems like someone your age would have some better pickup lines by now, though.”


    He cleared his throat and started again. “I was going to say ‘such a lot of food,’” he said in some sort of British-sounding accent—which increased his hotness by at least a factor of ten. Ashley felt her face go warm. She cursed under her breath.


    Old Hot Guy’s smile got wider. He had beautiful teeth. Weren’t English people supposed to have bad teeth? “You’re quite the study in red,” he observed, and then nodded behind her at the clerk. “He’s all done with you.”


    Ashley grabbed her bag of food out of the clerk’s hand and muttered her thanks, then pushed the glass door open and strode across the icy asphalt to her car. Unlocking her door, she heard quick footsteps behind her and whirled.


    “Look,” she shouted at Old Hot Guy, but he raised one hand in surrender. He held the other out towards her.


    “The clerk asked me to give you your receipt, that’s all. He said they have a new policy, and he could lose his job if you don’t take it.”


    “He spoke English?”


    “No, not really. But I speak Farsi.”


    “I don’t even know what that is,” Ashley said, holding out her hand for the slip of paper.


    Old Hot Guy placed the receipt on her palm and folded her fingers over it. “It’s just a language,” he said, and walked away whistling.


    Ashley got in her car, put the bag of food on the passenger seat, and punched the door lock button. She wadded up the receipt and was about to drop it into one of the cup holders next to the emergency brake, but stopped. Numbers in blue ink were written on the wrinkled surface. Carefully she unraveled the slippery grayish paper. She assumed it was Old Hot Guy’s writing; it couldn’t be the clerk’s.


    Rafe Channing 410-555-9931


    “Gross,” she muttered, crushing the receipt again. She tossed it in her snack bag and started her engine.


    The Passing There


    The old woman in the car in front of Ashley at the express autopass tollbooth didn’t actually have an autopass. Typical.


    While waiting for the attendant to take the old lady’s dollar, walk back into his little hut, input the payment, and print out a receipt, Ashley looked around. She noticed Old Hot Guy (what was his name? Ralph?) in his car in the next tollbooth line over.


    Adrenaline zinged down her arms to her pinkies, like it always did when she got freaked out. She’d been on I-70 for a couple of hours, now. Was he following her, or something?


    It didn’t creep her out less that his car was as beautiful as he was. Sleek, redder than her parka—Italian, maybe? She’d never seen a car like it in real life. A far cry from Tom’s old Chevette.


    Tom. Comfortable, reasonable, suffocating. She’d dodged a bullet, there. She looked over at the red sports car again. The guy hadn’t seemed to notice her.


    A chorus of honks blared behind her, making her jump in her seat. Ashley snapped her head forward. The old lady without the autopass had disappeared. Ashley shoved her Honda into gear and blazed through the tollgate sensors faster than you were supposed to go. Who cared? Even if she did get a ticket, her dad would fume about it, pay it, and then forget all about it by the end of the semester.


    A streak of crimson moved out of Ashley’s side mirror, and then, with a smooth shifting of gears, shot past her in the fast lane. So he wasn’t following her, then. It was just a coincidence. There had to be a lot of people all heading west on I-70 at the same time. Seeing him again had been totally random.


    Good. That was actually a very good thing.


    But Ashley dug around in her snack sack and fished out a bag of Raisinets. She ripped it open with her teeth, turned up her music, and let her favorite comfort food do its work.


    Bent in the Undergrowth


    Ashley had slept longer than she’d planned. No big deal. Her grandma knew she was taking the scenic route and wouldn’t be to St. George for at least a couple more days. She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and stared at the faded anonymity of the Cookeville, Tennessee’s Clarion Inn. It was a little dingy by daylight. She could admit that, if only to herself. Maybe tonight, she’d take her mom’s advice and stay at a Marriott.


    She hated the idea of chains, though. Any kind of chain—restaurant, store, whatever. Her goal on this trip was to avoid chain fast food as much as possible and eat at local places instead. Tom liked chains: Olive Garden, Abercrombie, Barnes & Noble. Consistent, he said. Boring, Ashley argued.


    Not like this, Ashley thought smugly as she walked into the drab diner next door to the motel. This was unique, at least in her experience. Confederate flags, posters of Elvis—this was local flavor. She slid into a vinyl-clad booth and took a tired, ragged menu from the stack on the formica table.


    She smiled when the grizzled waitress in her gravy-spotted, polyester uniform came over to take her order. “I’ll have the Tennessee Waltz,” she said.


    “Yer aygs?”


    “Wha . . . ?” Eggs. “Oh. Over easy. With wheat toast and sausage. And grapefruit juice and a cup of hot chocolate with extra whipped cream. Please.”


    “Grits?”


    Ashley had heard of grits, but didn’t actually know what they were. It was all part of the adventure. “Yes, please.”


    “You got it.” The waitress shambled away, and Ashley looked out the window at the morning mist rising from the tangled, snowy, dead-looking thicket beyond the parking lot. A McDonald’s stood across the way, cars lined up at its drive-through lane and backed up onto the shoulder of the road. That’s where Tom would be eating right now.


    The click of footsteps next to the table brought her attention back.


    “That was fast . . .”


    But it wasn’t the waitress.


    Old Hot Guy grinned down at her instead. “What are the chances?”


    Ashley shrank back against the booth’s slick upholstery. Her heart thudded like a galloping horse.


    “May I?” The guy didn’t wait for an answer to come out of her suddenly cottonlike mouth. He sat down across from her and put his elbows on the table, as casual as if he and Ashley were old friends. The waitress immediately came over, her steps a little brighter, her spine a little straighter.


    “Whut c’n I git you?” Her rheumy eyes even sparkled a little.


    The guy looked up at her as if she were a movie star. “Coffee, please. Black.” He smiled. “I’ve heard your coffee is the best around.”


    The waitress let out a giggle and blushed a bit, then hurried away to comply. Unbelievable. The guy turned his gaze back to Ashley.


    “You followed me,” Ashley blurted out.


    “Only because you called me.” The guy raised a perfect eyebrow, and the corners of his full lips turned up slightly. “That was you, right?”


    Ashley’s cheeks burned.


    Last night after checking in to the motel, she’d been tired. And a bit lonely. And maybe a little freaked out about being by herself in the middle of nowhere. It was one thing to be safe in your car with the music blaring, but alone in a strange little town in a motel room with a flimsy door and a crappy lock? Your imagination could get to you a bit.


    She’d turned on the TV for company and then taken out her cell phone and texted a couple of her old roommates. She wouldn’t call Tom. She’d be strong. She’d left him and his pressure for commitment and the safe little future he’d held out to her along with that ridiculous ring. She wasn’t going to call him. It wouldn’t be fair to either one of them.


    To take her mind off Tom, maybe she’d hunted down that receipt out of her snack bag and smoothed it out again. Maybe she’d punched the smeared numbers into her phone, just to distract herself from thoughts of Tom. But no way had she hit send. And if she had, once, just accidentally, she’d ended the call immediately before it could even go through.


    Hadn’t she?


    “What do you want?” she finally managed over the gravel in her throat. Why hadn’t the waitress brought her some water yet?


    Old Hot Guy looked surprised. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”


    “I don’t even know you.”


    “How right you are. We must remedy that at once.” He extended his hand across the table. “Rafe Channing, at your service.”


    Ashley looked at his hand—tanned, long fingers with nails perfectly manicured—and then reluctantly took it. Her pinkies zinged again, and she had a hard time catching her breath. Heat radiated from his hand all the way up her arm, and Ashley’s heart started up its ruckus again.


    Rafe had an expectant look on his face.


    “Uh . . . Ashley. Ashley Jensen.”


    “It’s a pleasure, Ashley. Ah!” He gave the waitress another adoring look as she set down his coffee and Ashley’s hot chocolate. Letting go of Ashley’s hand, he took the waitress’s and brought it to his lips. “You’re a lifesaver, Gladys,” he murmured, earning another simper and giggle.


    Ashley glared at her. Seriously? “Could I have some water, too?”


    “You bet, honey.”


    Ashley took her hot chocolate and sipped it carefully through its thick veil of whipped cream. Rich and dense and smooth—it tasted like the cook had melted a chocolate bar or two and added a touch of milk to it.


    “Mmm.” It escaped her lips before she could stop it.


    “It’s good, yes?” Rafe nodded approvingly. “The coffee’s superb as well.” He took a sip and set his cup down. “Well, then, Miss Jensen. You called. What can I do for you?”


    Ashley stared. He couldn’t be a psychopath, could he? Not with that car and his cashmere sweater and perfect grooming. Rich men didn’t travel America’s highways stalking college girls. Someone like Rafe could have any woman he wanted. Why her?


    “I . . . I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for the call to go through.”


    But even if it had gone through, how had he found her, if he hadn’t been following her? Was there some fancy rich person’s gadget out of the SkyMall catalog or something that could track locations of phone calls? The FBI had stuff like that, at least in the movies.


    “Are you a cop?”


    Rafe let out a sharp laugh, so loud that it jolted the other customers and made Gladys turn around from her station behind the cash register.


    “Were you in need of some law enforcement, Ashley?” He made it sound dirty, suggestive, like he meant something else entirely.


    A slow, hot fire started burning in the pit of her stomach. She shook her head, then bent it toward her hot chocolate again. For the millionth time in her life, she cursed her fair skin.


    “Mmm, blood and milk,” he murmured. “That’s what the Italians call complexions like yours.”


    Okay, this was getting out of control. She should just leave. Ashley opened her mouth to retort, and then make a dramatic exit—but Gladys appeared, laden with Ashley’s enormous breakfast. She set the dishes down one by one, simpered at Rafe again, and sashayed away.


    Ashley looked at all the food she’d ordered. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. The bowl of stuff that looked like Cream of Wheat—that must be the grits.


    Her appetite had left the minute Rafe appeared. But pride wouldn’t let her back out now. She glanced up at him.


    He grinned. “By all means.” He gestured toward the steaming, fragrant food. “Tuck in.”


    Ashley gave him her best imitation of her mother’s death stare, picked up her fork, and started eating. She moaned again in spite of herself; it was all delicious.


    She ate for a few minutes, savoring the tender eggs and savory sausage. Even the grits tasted better than anything she’d ever had before, despite their funky texture.


    After most of it was gone, and her stomach was just beginning to feel uncomfortably tight, Ashley looked up again and gave Rafe another death stare. “What is it, exactly, that you’re waiting for?”


    “You.”


    “What makes you think—”


    “Are you really going to argue with me, Ashley? That name won’t do, by the way. Ashley. What a pale label for such a fiery spirit. No. I’m going to give you a new name, my dear. Something more suitable.”


    He took her hand from where it rested near the grits bowl, turned it over, and traced his forefinger gently down the lines in her palm. Ashley tried to jerk her hand away, but Rafe tightened his grip. “Ruby? Rose? No . . . Garnet. A lovely, dark red jewel.”


    His touch both burned and chilled her, and as he stroked her palm, Ashley found it harder and harder to think. She was panting, just a little. Ugh. She pressed her lips closed, but they fell open again almost immediately. That touch. Like he was tracing a pattern. It sent tendrils of sensation up her arm and neck. She didn’t want him ever to stop.


    “Garnet. Yes, I think that will be just right. Are you ready to go?”


    Ashley nodded dumbly, and suddenly Rafe was all business. He took out his billfold, placed some bills under his coffee cup, and stood. “Well, then. Shall we, sweet Garnet?”


    He held out his hand. Ashley looked at it for a moment, then took it and arose from her seat.


    They walked out into the chilly air together, the breeze blowing back the front panels of Ashley’s parka. The brisk temperature cleared her head a bit. She looked down at their clasped hands and flinched. What was she doing?


    Rafe looked at her, his dark eyes as expressionless as buttons. “Adventure, my dear Garnet. Think of the possibilities.”


    He led her around to the back of the diner. The broken skeletons of weeds jutted out of the dirty snow surrounding a rusty dumpster and a couple of old bicycles.


    Out of sight of the road, Rafe stopped. He tugged her hand gently until they were both under the diner’s dripping eaves. Ashley’s knees suddenly weakened, and she leaned against the cinder block wall for support. Rafe’s arm went around her and kept her from keeling over.


    He stood close, so close she could smell the coffee on his hot breath as he pressed against her. It was warmer here, tucked in the shelter of his broad shoulders. She looked up into his eyes, but then found her attention drawn to his lips. They looked almost girlishly full. Ashley wanted to bite into them like ripe plums. They stretched into another broad smile as if she’d just said that out loud.


    He’s reading my mind.


    He nodded and bent his head down to hers. As his lips caressed her slightly open mouth, the fire in her core roared up, and she broke into a sweat. He deepened the kiss so maddeningly slowly that she reached up and gave into the temptation to bite him and draw him down closer to her. Her arms snaked around his neck, and she pressed the full length of her body against his.


    Tom had never kissed her like this . . . Tom . . .


    The thought was like being plunged into a pool of ice water. She broke off the kiss and jerked her head back from Rafe’s. He opened his eyes halfway.


    “Never mind that,” he whispered, brushing her hair back away from her forehead and temple. The faintest sensation, like cobwebs or the finest strands of linen, extended from the tips of his fingers and down the back of her neck, wisping their way under her shirt and along her spine. She shivered at their feathery touch.


    What had made her stop? Why would she ever not want to be kissing this amazing stranger, who seemed to know her better than anyone ever had? She closed her eyes and tilted her head back. Better than kissing her lips, he moved his hot mouth down the side of her jaw until he reached a sensitive spot just behind her earlobe. As he sucked gently on her skin, Ashley gave into the spiraling darkness that entered her field of vision from all sides. The warmth, the fire, the heat.


    The Better Claim


    Ashley woke up with a jerk. Her neck ached from the bizarre position her head had been. With the back of her wrist, she wiped drool from the side of her mouth. She was in the front seat of her car, and she couldn’t stop shivering. She looked around. What was she doing here? How had she lost track of everything? Her hands were shaking and bluish. She cranked the engine, dialed the heater to high, and turned on her wipers, because the windshield was covered with snow. How long had she been asleep? Where was she?


    The windshield finally clear, she looked out at a McDonald’s across the road. The sun was setting beyond it, making the fabled arches look even more golden than usual. She snorted at that, which made her neck hurt all over again. She put her hand to the base of her skull and found a wet patch. Her fingers came away a bit bloody. What? Why was she bleeding?


    She flipped down her sun visor and craned her neck painfully to see the side of her jaw. A line of hickeys outlined her jawbone perfectly, each one still oozing a bit of blood. She remembered Rafe and gasped.


    “Oh, no.”


    She looked down at her blouse, which was rumpled and creased. What had he done to her? Why couldn’t she remember?


    She had to get out of here. She revved the engine and put her car in gear. Pulling out on the road so fast that she fishtailed the Honda’s back end, she made for the quickest way back to I-70.


    Hours later, she’d driven through St. Louis. She still couldn’t remember what had happened—not that she wanted to—and didn’t have a clear idea of how much time she’d lost.


    She had to get somewhere safe and think. The very next exit promised a Marriott seven-tenths of a mile to the right. She pulled off and made her way there as fast as she could.


    Once she got into her hotel room, she turned the thermostat way up and kept her parka on. In the bleak light of the bathroom, she touched her jaw, gritting her teeth at the soreness. What was she, some idiot high school sophomore who’d gone to a party and hooked up with the first football player who looked her way?


    What would Tom think?


    Ashley’s eyes filled with tears. Tom. What had she done, leaving him behind? Solid, comfortable, dependable. Tom would never have given her hickeys . . . or anything else. He respected her too much for that.


    I need him, she realized. I need him to keep me safe.


    She fumbled in the pocket of her parka for her phone and pulled it out. Before she could let her pride get the better of her, she dialed Tom’s number.


    “Ashley?” His voice was sandy with sleep.


    “Hey. Sorry. I guess I woke you up.” What to say next? That she’d been a jerk for throwing away their relationship with both hands? That she wanted him back? What made her think he’d even take her back now, after everything that had happened?


    She burst into tears and covered her phone’s speaker so that Tom wouldn’t hear her cry.


    “You there, Ash?”


    She nodded and then glared at herself in the mirror. “Yeah,” she gasped over the lump in her throat. Get a grip. “I just . . . I just miss you.”


    “You do?” All of a sudden, he sounded way more awake, like the eager, pleasant Tom she was used to.


    “Yeah,” she repeated. She took a deep breath.


    Did she want this? She looked at her neck again and wondered how long it would take the bruises to fade. It didn’t matter. She’d figure out a way to explain them. Tom would understand. He loved her.


    “Hey,” she started again. “Remember when we talked about you coming out to L.A. with me? Any chance you, um . . .” She trailed off. There was no way he’d give her another chance.


    “Ashley, what are you saying? Are you asking if we can get back together? Because I have to say. You put me through hell just three days ago, and it’s still pretty raw.”


    He was ticked. Of course he was. She’d told him she never wanted to see him again. She’d crushed him and his proposal like a bug. What did she expect?


    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I bothered you. Never mind.” She clicked off the call, sank to the cold bathroom tile floor, and sobbed ugly, tearing sobs.


    Her phone buzzed a few minutes later, Tom’s face flashing on the screen. Sniffing, she crawled over to the toilet paper holder, tore off a strip, and blew her nose hard and long. She blotted her face and reached for her phone again just as it stopped buzzing.


    He’d called her back. She sat up on her knees and hit redial. Tom picked up right away.


    “Where are you, Ash?”


    “Uh . . . just east of Kansas City, I think. I’m about halfway to St. George. I’ve gone too far to turn back . . .”


    That was true in several ways, wasn’t it? Stupid, stupid, stupid.


    “ . . . So I’m just going to keep going in the morning, I guess.”


    “You sound terrible. Did something happen?”


    Grief and shame welled up in her again, and she pushed them down hard.


    “No, I’m good. It’s just that . . . all this driving. I’ve had a lot of time to think. I don’t know if you can forgive me . . . ”


    Silence.


    “Hey, Tom. I’m sorry. Look, I’ve been driving all day.” Lie. “I’m wiped out. I’ll get some sleep and maybe we can talk tomorrow, yeah?”


    “Ashley. Wow. This is a lot to take in right now. But I want you to know that I still love you. We can work this out. All right?”


    Ashley let out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “Yeah, all right. Thanks. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything.”


    She clicked off her phone and crawled into the bedroom. It took everything she had left in her just to get on the bed and collapse on top of the covers.


    Trodden Black


    Gritty eyes, furry teeth, stinky clothes. Disgusting.


    The digital clock flashed all zeroes, and the blackout curtains made it so dark that Ashley had no idea what time it was. After struggling and tossing through nightmare after nightmare, she didn’t feel like she’d slept at all.


    White teeth, dark eyes, red lips. She thrust the images out of her mind. Never happened. What goes down in Cookeville stays in Cookeville.


    She stumbled into the bathroom and looked at her phone. 4:58 a.m. Close enough to morning.


    She cranked the shower’s hot water all the way open and stripped off her nasty clothes. She stuffed them into the tiny garbage can; she couldn’t ever wear that outfit again.


    The bruises didn’t stop at her neck, she noticed in the rapidly steaming up mirror. She surveyed her body from all sides. The marks were everywhere.


    But they were already turning greenish yellow. They’d fade. It would all fade, with time.


    Under the shower’s scalding, needle-like spray, she calculated. If she drove straight through on the interstate and only stopped for gas and bathroom breaks, she could be to her grandma’s house late that night. She’d never driven for sixteen hours straight before, but with enough Jolt Cola and cheap chocolate, she could make it.


    The highway cut through field after snow-covered field. Monstrous grain silos stood at their edges like dormant robots. Ashley had never imagined that there could be so many endless, faceless farms. She was sick of every single playlist on her iPod, so instead tuned her AM radio to some fuzzy, faraway talk radio station in French that had to be broadcasting all the way from Montreal. It was the perfect background noise to the deadness of her thoughts.


    Sometime after lunch—ZipFizz, a microwaved 7-Eleven cheeseburger, and a Caramello bar—her phone buzzed. She dug it out of her garbage-filled cup holder and answered.


    “Hey, Ash.”


    “Tom!” Hearing his voice made her so happy, she nearly swerved into the semi truck next to her. She corrected the car as her fingers zinged with adrenaline again. “Hi! What’s up?”


    “I’ve been thinking about what you said last night. Do you still mean it?”


    Tears ran down Ashley’s face, and her nose started running. Gross. She quickly swiped at it and put the phone back to her ear. “Yeah. I really mean it. Breaking up with you was the dumbest thing I’ve ever done.”


    “I need to see you. We need to talk about this in person. I’m flying to Vegas this afternoon, and if it’s okay, I can drive up and meet you at your grandma’s house.”


    Her throat dry, Ashley croaked, “You’d do that for me?”


    “I’d do it for us. Whatever it takes.”


    Maybe she should pull off the road. Driving when she couldn’t really see the road was probably really stupid. How dumb would it be if she smashed up her car before she even got to Denver?


    “Ashley?”


    She scrubbed at her eyes and kept her foot on the gas. “Sorry! Yes! Tom, thank you. That would be amazing. I’ll be there late tonight, like around ten or eleven.”


    She gave him her grandma’s address. Could she really be so lucky? She dialed her grandma’s number, left her a voice mail about Tom maybe showing up before Ashley did, and hung up.


    Mile markers. Mountains that put the Appalachians to shame. Doritos and Mountain Dew. Another AM talk radio station, this one broadcasting from Juàrez in high-octane Spanish. The hours didn’t matter. She’d see Tom soon and make everything right.


    Shaking from caffeine overload, she pulled into the dark driveway outside her grandmother’s condo. A white Ford Focus with Nevada plates sat at the curb. Tom had beaten her here. She couldn’t wait to throw her arms around him and sniff his neck—the clean smells of laundry detergent and hair gel that she realized she loved.


    Ashley crunched an Altoid, screwing up her face at the harsh mintiness, and ran her fingers through her hair. She flipped down her visor. She looked like hell, but Tom wouldn’t care, and neither would Grandma.


    She rang the doorbell. Grandma had already traded in her Christmas silk flower wreath for her Valentine’s Day one. She grinned when Grandma opened the door, big hair, ropes of fake pearls, and all.


    “I made it!”


    Grandma’s arms wrapped around her, safe and soft and familiar. Ashley refused to start crying again, but hugged her back hard.


    “Your beau’s here,” Grandma’s voice creaked in her ear. “He’s such a sweetie.”


    “I know, right?” Ashley broke off the embrace and took her Grandma’s arm. “Where is he?”


    A familiar figure moved out of the shadows in the hallway.


    “I’m right here, Garnet.”
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    When I was a child, I was afraid I was crazy. My mind conjured up the weirdest things and it terrified me. Couple that with a vivid imagination, and there were times I was quite convinced I was insane. I do believe that creativity and mental illnesses are frequently, regrettably, linked. I’ve always suffered with anxiety—the kind that stole my appetite and kept me awake at night, heart pounding and terrified I might do something crazy—but I think what saved me was the fact that my dad is a psychologist. He helped me reason things through and equipped me with skills to keep a clear head.


    It wasn’t always enough, though, and a panic attack at age thirty laid me low for several terrifying weeks until we found a med that would work for me. I’ve accepted the fact that I will need my medication for the rest of my life, and I thank God every day that I have it. That initial breakdown and the smaller bouts I’ve had since are horrifying—so incredibly scary that it’s hard to even describe it. I suppose it’s easy for me to say on this side of the wellness fence, but I’d rather deal with just about anything than an unclear head.


    One of the most frustrating things I’ve encountered is the tendency of others who’ve not experienced depression, anxiety, or other mental illnesses to discount it as though the person afflicted is choosing to wallow in misery. We all experience sadness, periods of frustration and pain. These are normal parts of life and do not usually last for extended periods of time, interfering with our ability to work, to engage with others, to simply function. Just as the lay person may not understand all the nuances of diabetes or heart disease, but still respects the fact that they are real and not something a person inflicts upon him or herself, so must mental disorders be viewed. Compassion is a necessity, as are continued research and education into the complex workings of the mind.
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    Beauty and the Clockwork Beast is a Jane Eyre-ish gothic steampunk romance novel, full of all kinds of haunted mystery and doomed love. One of the pivotal characters in the book is a ghost who was murdered before the book begins. She is a powerful personality and this bonus chapter is told from her point of view, just before her death as she begins to suspect that someone in her midst is hiding an evil presence and is bent on a deadly agenda. I enjoyed writing this piece so much—it was such a fun way to get to know a character well worth exploring.
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Marie
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    Lady Marie Blake, daughter of the late 12th Earl of Blackwell and sister of the 13th, signed her name to the purchase slip and thanked the apothecary with a nod. The paper bag crinkled in her hand as she folded it closed and made her way to the door, preparing for the deluge outside by flipping her hood up over her head. The rain fell in sheets, and she was glad she had left her favorite black silk top hat with the green feathers and riding goggles at home.


    She crossed the street quickly to her waiting Traveler and climbed inside, slamming the door and gritting her teeth against the cold for a moment before settling behind the steering wheel and firing up the vehicle by twisting a crank and pushing a series of buttons on the dash.


    It wasn’t entirely unusual for a woman to operate a Traveler herself, but Marie was well aware of the image she presented to society, especially in the village of Whiltshire. Late twenties, unmarried, did as she pleased without a man by her side—she was fairly certain most of her friends, if not her family, were a bit baffled. She had had her choice of suitors and found them all lacking. Marie had decided as a child that she would marry for love or not at all, and she was now set to move from the Blackwell estate to her own residence at Shropshire, one of the estates her late mother had brought to the marriage.


    Sitting for a moment to allow the warming mechanism to work its magic on the seat coils, she flipped on the window washer blades and sighed, feeling a bit weary. The 13th Earl Blackwell, Marie’s elder brother, Miles, had a new bride, the American heiress, Clara Appleton, who was quiet and timid and afraid of her own shadow. If Clara would assume her position as lady of the house, Marie could move to her own estate secure in the knowledge that she was leaving her family home in competent hands. But Clara was ill and had been for the nearly six weeks since the wedding.


    Miles had been home for little of that time and Marie had it on good authority from loyal family staff that the new countess had yet to even allow Miles into her bed. The malady could hardly be the impending arrival of a new heir and Marie had lost patience with two local doctors who seemed confused by her symptoms. She glanced at the apothecary bag that sat next to her on the seat. Perhaps the herbs would make a difference and Clara might recover her full strength, finding the gumption to finally be the lady of the manor.


    The Traveler seat warmed comfortably and Marie sighed. It had been a cold spring, and she didn’t care for the rain one whit. She closed her eyes briefly and leaned back in the seat, deciding to give the vehicle a few more minutes to warm. She straightened her form-fitting burgundy corset and smoothed the black skirt, tucking it close around her legs and wishing she had opted for riding breeches instead. The white lace-edged cuffs of the shirt she wore beneath the corset peeked out from her cloak, framing her black-gloved hands beautifully and setting off her long fingers to perfection. She was tall for a woman, with thick black hair and stunning features that consistently turned many a head.


    She and Miles looked much alike, and she winced as she allowed herself to fully consider the current state of her brother’s life. He had once been her closest confidante. In their younger years they had been the best of friends, and when their mother had died in childbirth with Jonathan, they had bonded ever closer, the three siblings doing their best to shelter one another from their cold father who occasionally erupted in fits of fury.


    But one night in Miles’s eighteenth year, there had been an accident he refused to explain, one that left him with a jagged wound across his face and a matching one upon his soul. He had pulled away from Marie and Jonathan in the years that followed, treating them well but keeping them at a clear distance. His recent deployment with Her Majesty’s finest in India seemed to have exacerbated his malaise and in the year since his return, he had become even more remote.


    As she pulled the Traveler onto the road with a puff of steam and the smooth click of well-oiled gears, Marie thought of Miles as he had been before, the spark in him she still occasionally saw before he quickly squelched it. She felt responsible for him and Jonathan, and had since their mother passed. She adored her brothers and had decided she would be the favorite aunt to their future children, the one person who would give them dessert before dinner and take them to the carnival.


    The Traveler passed Whiltshire Airship Field and Marie glanced at the rows of dirigibles in the process of either landing or preparing to lift off. Standing head and shoulders above the rest in both structure and quality was the Pickett Airship line, owned and operated by Miles’ military friend. Daniel Pickett’s accomplished engineering and entrepreneurial talents had created a small empire, built on transporting England’s citizens all over the globe. Handsome as sin, Marie might have expressed an interest in forming some sort of association with him, but the man rivaled Miles with his sense of haunted, remote pain. She shook her head. One tortured man in her life was enough.


    She continued away from the village into the heavily wooded paths that stood between Whiltshire proper and the Blackwell estate. The thickened vegetation sheltered the Traveler somewhat from the rain, but the darkened interior of the tunnel-like paths made for a poor trade. She was always slightly uneasy making the journey, and experienced a sense of relief when Blackwell Manor’s tall turrets finally came into view.


    Marie drove the Traveler on the winding path around the house to the stables and garage, leaving the Traveler with the garage master. As she made her way up the cobblestone walkway to the manor, she knit her brow in thought. The house was full of people; her odious aunt and two cousins, Arthur and Candice, visited on a regular basis and never with invitation. Additionally, Miles’ three military friends had arrived that morning in hopes of surprising him with a birthday visit.


    Daniel Pickett, Dr. Samuel MacInnes, and Oliver Reed, consulting detective for Bow Street, were familiar faces at Blackwell, but today they had arrived unannounced and assumed Miles was home. By Marie’s best calculations, her brother would likely stay away for at least two more days. Miles’ absences from Blackwell were as regular as clockwork and had been since his accident. He often couched them under the guise of needing to be in London on estate business or parliament, but she had come to recognize the pattern for what it was.


    There had been an urgency to the three friends’ faces that morning, although they put on a forced joviality she immediately found suspect. That they seemed to have concern for Miles heightened her already customary sense of unease about his welfare. Oliver Reed, serious under normal circumstances, seemed especially focused, glancing surreptitiously at the main hall as though there on assignment and not merely paying a visit to a friend.


    Undeterred by the fact that Miles may be away for another forty-eight hours, Dr. MacInnes had smiled and winked at her, stating that if she had no objection, they would appreciate a quiet day or two at Blackwell with the company of the delightful Blake family relatives. She might have believed him were it not for that last.


    She felt it in her bones: something wasn’t right. Marie sat by Clara in the library after dinner and tried to unobtrusively study her sister-in-law. Clara was paler than ever, and while the doctor who visited that afternoon had praised Marie’s herbal purchases, he had expressed privately to Marie that he doubted they would do little but perhaps ease some of Clara’s symptoms. He was still baffled by the nature of the illness and could offer no new insight after visiting her for the third time in as many weeks.


    Marie frowned at the burst of harsh laughter sounding from a small gaming table where Aunt Eustace sat with her two adult children, Arthur and Candice. Oliver Reed and Dr. MacInnes also sat with them, and Eustace was in hostess form, attempting to charm the gentlemen without realizing, apparently, how dearly she lacked social graces.


    The fire was warm and crackling, casting a cozy glow and warding off the springtime chill. Clara didn’t seem to be benefitting much, however; she shivered despite the blanket Marie had draped around her shoulders. Marie glanced at Daniel Pickett, who had taken a seat near them at the hearth. He met her gaze, and his eyes flicked to Clara and back. Marie lifted her shoulder in a small shrug and Daniel’s brows knit in a frown.


    “Is there something I can do for you, Lady Blackwell?” he asked Clara softly. “Perhaps some tea?”


    Clara shook her head but managed a smile. “Thank you, Mr. Pickett, but I find I haven’t an appetite for much of anything.” She looked at Marie, and added, “And thank you ever so much for thinking of me earlier with the herbal concoction. It settled my stomach quite nicely.”


    Marie nodded at the young woman and felt a tug on her heart when Clara managed to hold her gaze for longer than her customary two seconds of eye contact. Clara had been far from Marie’s first choice of brides for Miles, and her sweet goodness had irritated Marie from the start. There was something almost pleading in her expression now, however, and Marie was at an utter loss to help her.


    “When Miles returns,” Marie said, “we will see that he takes you to London for a thorough examination.”


    Clara smiled, but it lacked any genuine sense of joy. “Dr. MacInnes mentioned the same thing to me earlier,” she murmured. “Said he has access to laboratories with the latest equipment and associates with many years of experience.”


    She coughed, then, and Marie winced at the harsh sound, looking at Sam for help. The doctor, for his part, regarded Clara with a light frown and he excused himself from the gaming table and approached the hearth. He placed the back of his hand to Clara’s forehead and pressed fingertips to the pulse point at her wrist, pausing when Clara subtly pulled her arm away. With a light flush, the young woman held her arm out again.


    Marie rose from her chair and indicated for Sam to take it. She made her way across the room to the massive bank of windows that opened out onto a large patio at the back of the house, looking into the night but seeing only her reflection. Sam murmured something to Clara that was very likely charming and meant to put her at ease. His instincts as a personable doctor would probably never fail him, but he couldn’t hide the anxiety she had read in his eyes when examining the sick young woman.


    Marie’s roiling emotions had her heart increasing its rhythm uncomfortably. Miles’ friends were acting strangely and the wife he had acquired but didn’t seem to want much was slowly deteriorating. Marie disliked circumstances over which she had no control. Miles needed to come home. He could somehow fix things, she was sure of it. But he couldn’t come home, not for at least one more day if her suppositions were correct. She had suspected for ages the nature of the thing that plagued him, but had confronted him with it only once. His reaction had been swift and uncharacteristically harsh and she had never pressed the matter again, knowing full well that she would likely lose her temper and snap back at him in kind. Hardly an effective way to show sympathy.


    Marie glanced at Clara’s reflection in the dark window and felt a familiar surge of frustration. If only the girl were stronger! Had more gumption! Clara was perfectly kind and lovely and Marie knew that her disdain of the girl might be misplaced, but Miles needed someone strong. Life wasn’t kind to those who lacked the strength to fight.


    Two of the household’s automatons, or “’tons,” entered the room and noiselessly cleared the teacups and small dessert plates. The ’tons were perfect replicas of humans, programmed to have personalities, traits and physical abilities that were often deceptively human at a distance. They would finish their duties in the kitchen and then retire to their chambers where they would plug in to Tesla connectors so that they would be fully charged come morning.


    Marie caught another reflection in the window and she turned. Jonathan crossed the room to her with a smile and she felt her heavy mood lift a bit. He was dashing with his dark hair and his poet’s soul, and he smiled as he reached her side, placing a kiss on her cheek. He was nearing twenty-two, had plenty of prospects for marriage, but had yet to settle on a significant occupation. He had written volumes of poetry but she couldn’t convince him to submit any of it for publication in London. Their father would have thought it a vulgar display, and Marie was afraid his memory loomed large over her younger brother.


    “Out courting?” Marie asked him.


    “Regrettably. Another money-grubber.”


    “You’re finding those in plentiful supply of late.”


    Jonathan nodded. “And I tire of it. Would it be so much to ask that I find a woman interested in me rather than Miles’ deep pockets?”


    “Take comfort in the fact that you do not suffer alone. Nor will you be the last to find love remanded to second place when competing with fortune.”


    Jonathan offered her a half smile and turned his attention to the room. “Daniel mentioned a cousin I might fancy. Rather like a sister to him, he says, and as he is wealthy as Midas, perhaps she is not looking to marry for money.” He paused and gestured lightly toward their relations who still sat at the gaming table with Oliver Reed, and now Daniel Pickett, who must have taken pity on his friend. “Are the family ever going to leave?” he muttered.


    “They are waiting to see Miles,” Marie told him. “Eustace likes to be able to return home and tell her friends she spent ever so much time with her darling nephew, the Earl Blackwell.”


    Jonathan nodded his head toward Clara. “And how does she fare this evening? Didn’t look at all well this morning at breakfast.”


    “She’s not looking at all well now,” Marie said with a frown. “Jonathan, I am concerned about how this will affect Miles.”


    “How what will affect Miles?”


    “Her death.”


    Jonathan’s widened eyes flew to her face. “What are you saying? How do you know she will die?”


    Marie pulled him by the elbow and they walked slowly to the far side of the library. She felt the absence of warmth from the fire as they progressed to a dimmer corner of the room.


    “Clara has fallen ill and I do not believe she possesses the fortitude to conquer it. I am beginning to suspect something nefarious may be afoot—I believe she may be poisoned. It is the only thing that makes sense to me—she says she was rarely ill at home. I have yet to find sufficient proof, but I shall.”


    “Why not ask Oliver Reed for help?” Jonathan asked, his eyes still wide.


    “I don’t know who to trust,” Marie murmured. “Everyone here at the house tonight has visited intermittently since Clara’s arrival, and if she is being poisoned, it’s happening slowly and systematically.” She frowned. “Society is suspicious enough of Miles as it is. The scar on his face, his dismissive demeanor, his unwillingness to participate socially in circles that befit his station.” There was more, of course, but Marie was not about to share her suspicions with her younger brother. “If she dies, he will be the primary suspect.”


    Marie spent the next morning in the Tesla Control Room, reading through transcriptions that had been sent and received by telescribers which plugged into connectors in all of the manor’s rooms. Each communication was recorded automatically in the Control Room onto long sheets of paper that were then cut to size and bound in large black books that lined the shelves.


    She then perused the spent programmable tin punch cards that served as the brain instruction for the automatons. There were a few missing, and Marie’s suspicions grew. The spent cards were meticulously catalogued and stored so that the programming and behavior of each automaton could be analyzed at a later date if necessary. The fact that there were missing cards only served to deepen Marie’s suspicions.


    The lunch hour was at hand and Marie had just left the Tesla Room when a high-pitched cry sounded from the second floor. Her heart filled with dread, Marie rushed to the front hall and up the stairs. Mrs. Harster, the human housekeeper, emerged from the south wing, eyes wide and fists clenched. Marie grabbed the frantic woman by her shoulders and ground her to a halt.


    “Mrs. Harster, is it Lady Blackwell?”


    “Yes, my lady,” the older woman choked out. “She is dead! Her maid said she had yet to ring the bell and I thought she had simply decided to remain abed for the day.”


    Marie’s head spun and she tried to pull her thoughts together. “Summon the doctor and the constable,” she said. “The Charlesworths left this morning to shop in London, but when they return, please gather all the guests in the library. I must speak with them.”


    Mrs. Harster shook her head, her eyes still wide with terror. “But I heard Mrs. Charlesworth complaining that their return flight will be late tonight. And Mr. Pickett has also departed—something about trouble with one of the airships at the landing field.”


    Marie felt her nostrils flare. She ought to have looked earlier, ought to have investigated the Tesla Room when she first began to suspect something was awry. She clenched her teeth and briefly closed her eyes. “Find Mr. Reed, then and send Dr. MacInnes to me in the countess’s chambers. And instruct the maids to stay out of each guest room until further notice. I do not want anything touched.”


    Mrs. Harster nodded, and her pulse throbbed noticeably at her throat. She hurried off when Marie released her and clutched the banister as she stumbled her way down the stairs. Marie turned and ran the length of the hallway to the massive doors that led to the earl’s and countess’s suite. Mrs. Harster had left one of the doors open, and Marie entered, weaving through the sitting room and veering to a small hallway on the left that housed the countess’s chambers, along with dressing rooms and maids’ quarters.


    The room was dark, lit only by a small Tesla lamp and the curtains had yet to be opened. Marie crossed the room impatiently, flinging the fabric to the side and wondering if she were merely postponing the inevitable. She didn’t want to look at Clara.


    The figure on the bed lay horribly still. As Marie approached, she held her breath and hoped that Mrs. Harster had been mistaken, that Clara was still alive and hadn’t died mysteriously under the roof that had sheltered Marie since birth. Her throat thickened as she looked upon Clara’s face, no paler in death than she had been the night before, although there was a gray tint now that screamed finality. Thoughts of the missing ’ton programming cards swam through her head as she reluctantly placed two fingers against Clara’s neck despite the fact that she knew she would find no pulse.


    “She is gone, then?”


    Marie started and jumped back at the intruding voice. Sam MacInnes stood in the doorway and regarded the young countess, his brows knit. He shook his head and approached the bed, checking for a pulse as Marie had done and opening one of Clara’s eyes with his thumb.


    “Who discovered her?” he asked.


    “Mrs. Harster.” Marie looped an arm around the tall pillar at the foot of the bed and leaned against it, surprised to feel faint. She had seen death before—her parents had both passed—but they had died of natural causes.


    Sam frowned at the young woman lying on the bed and shook his head. “I do wonder,” he murmured, as though thinking aloud.


    Marie’s heart thudded once. “Wonder?”


    He glanced at her. “The countess never would, that is, she was very uncomfortable at the suggestion that I conduct any sort of thorough examination—she was leery even last night speaking with me in a group of people.”


    Marie nodded. It did seem to fit Clara’s fear of intimacy, whatever the reason. The poor woman couldn’t stomach the thought of something as benign as a physician’s touch.


    Sam reached for Marie’s hand and held it between his. “I shall await the coroner,” he said, “and see to those arrangements until Miles returns.”


    Marie felt her eyes burn with tears she refused to shed. “Thank you,” she said and turned her attention back to Clara when he left the room. Impulsively, she picked up Clara’s limp hand and held it as Sam had held hers. “I am sorry, Clara,” she whispered. “You are far from home and your last days were not happy ones.”


    She looked down at the lifeless fingers, realizing it was the first time she had ever seen Clara without her gloves. The young woman had observed propriety to the letter and had apparently never felt enough at ease in the manor to show her hands. Marie shook her head and moved to release the hand when a series of white stripes across Clara’s fingernails caught her eye. Marie’s breath snagged in her throat and her fingers tightened on Clara’s hand. It was unmistakable. Unnatural.


    Mrs. Harster returned to the room with Jonathan and Mr. Arnold, the butler. Jonathan paused at the doorway and then made his way to Marie’s side, his expression dazed, horrified. “What . . . what . . . what has happened?” he managed.


    Marie closed her eyes. “It seems that Clara was indeed ill.” She left the bedside for the door.


    “I must call Miles home,” Jonathan said. “Is he in London today?”


    “Possibly. Or at the hunting lodge.” Marie exited the countess’s chambers, crossed the sitting room and left the suite, her emotions in turmoil. Perhaps the only silver lining in the whole tragedy was that Miles probably wouldn’t be implicated in Clara’s death should Marie be able to prove foul play. He hadn’t been in residence for more than one or two weeks since marrying the young woman.


    Suspicions thick in her throat, she quickly made her way down to the library and up the spiral staircase to the large room’s second level where the medical volumes were housed. Running her finger along the spines, she found the one she sought and pulled it to her, flipping through the pages as her heart thudded and increased in rhythm until she was certain it would beat its way out of her chest.


    Striped fingernails. Poison.


    Holding tight to the volume, she ran down the library steps and left the room in a rush, dashing out to the main hall and up the stairs to the second floor. She heard the knocker on the front door as she passed the second floor landing and approached the guest rooms in the north wing. Pulling her small diary and a pencil from her skirt pocket and balancing it against the medical journal, she scribbled names of the manor’s guests and staff as she walked.


    She systematically examined the guest rooms, looking for signs of the spent tin punch cards, convinced they would hold the evidence she sought. Voices sounded in the hallway as she moved from one room to the next—she spied Oliver speaking with the local constable and considered sharing her suspicions with Miles’s friend. He might be the guilty party, however, Bow Street consultant or no.


    Marie made a quick examination of each guest room, using a hairpin on those that were locked. Blood drained from her face when she finally found the spent punch cards and slipped them into her telescriber to read the programming instructions and subsequent action taken by the ’ton. Catching her most by surprise, however, was the illegal medicinal aid Marie also found in the room.


    “Well, well,” she murmured, stunned. “We have a vamp among us.” She stared at the small bottle, reading the label a second and third time. Her fingers tightened around the medicinal aid and she closed her eyes briefly, equal parts terrified and furious. The aid allowed vampires to walk for a limited amount of time among the living without detection.


    She replaced the bottle in the drawer and set the medical journal on the desk, open to the page detailing the signs of poisoning, and put the punch cards into her skirt pocket. She considered leaving her diary as well, a taunting piece of proof that someone else knew. There were other things in that diary, however, things about Miles that nobody could ever see. Her heart in her throat and anger coursing through her veins, she pocketed the diary and left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.


    Miles returned to the manor after dinner and went straight to his third floor observatory after briefly acknowledging Marie and Jonathan, his eyes bleary and expression more drawn than ever. She’d determined to tell him what she’d discovered earlier but wanted to wait until they had a moment entirely alone. The house was swarming with people well into the evening and Miles had his hands full speaking with the constable and Oliver, and handling preparations for Clara’s burial and notifying the family. Marie had been busy as well, helping the frantic Mrs. Harster and instructing the staff as word spread and neighbors descended with well-meaning platitudes and more than a little curiosity.


    The night wore on and as the home finally began to clear of people, Miles disappeared. Marie searched for him but to no avail. He had returned a day early after all—she supposed he now needed to get away from the house. Her nerves were strung taut unto snapping and her heart ached as she thought of her brother facing his demons somewhere alone. Things had to change. She would talk to him, tell him that she knew of his condition and convince him she could help shoulder the burden. She would demand to know why his friends were worried about him and insist that he confide in her.


    An hour shy of midnight, Marie returned to her room, exhausted but pacing the floor. She heard a commotion at the front of the house that signaled the loud return of her relatives and pressed fingers to her temples. The noise eventually subsided, and finally taking a seat at her vanity, she again pulled out her diary and pen. Scribbling furiously, she tried to make sense of her discoveries. It was her release, her one safe place to write everything and see it all before her in black and white. She flipped back through some of her earlier entries—observations of the household, the guests, Clara’s worsening illness—and realized the clues had been there all along. The evidence was solid, and she felt a grim sense of satisfaction that the guilty party would soon be held accountable.


    The minutes ticked by in a blur and a knock on her door sent the pen flying from her tense fingers as she cursed under her breath. Opening the door with a little more force than was strictly necessary, she eyed the ’ton on the other side who held a paper to her and dipped a curtsey. Marie grabbed it with a mumble of thanks and closed the door.


    It was a note from Miles, telling her that he needed to speak to her privately and to meet him at her garden gazebo at midnight.


    She looked up from the missive and stared out the window into the dark night. He hadn’t telescribed, which was odd, but then perhaps he didn’t want the communication recorded in the Tesla Room. Maybe Miles had decided to take her into his confidence about what she already suspected to be true. The timing made sense—if rumors were accurate, midnight was the magic hour. Marie glanced at the time-piece attached to her hip pocket with a copper chain. She had less than fifteen minutes. She placed the diary into her desk drawer and slammed it shut.


    Quickly selecting a cloak from her wardrobe and grabbing a Tesla Torch from a side table, she made her way through the house, out the kitchen door and into the night. Her cloak did little to dispense the damp cold that accompanied thick pockets of fog hovering over the ground. The path behind the gardens wound through a dense, darkly wooded area, and the beam from her Torch scattered in the heavy mist, offering little guidance.


    Her breathing sounded loud to her own ears as she increased her pace and ran along the path that twisted its way across the property until she saw the tall familiar stone walls of her own sanctuary, her garden. Enclosed on four sides, the garden had been unofficially hers since childhood and she spent hours there, tending it with Mr. Clancy, the gardener. Her mother had loved it, had spent hours in it herself, and Marie reasoned that was probably why she adored it so much.


    There was a lock on the gate, but it was never employed. She swung it open wide and frowned, unable to see more than a few feet. The fog had a light, eerie quality to it that lifted some of the dark, but offered no comfort. The gazebo situated at the back corner was lost in the mist but she felt fairly certain she would have at least seen the glow of a lantern or Tesla Torch if Miles were already there.


    She made her way to the gazebo, the familiarity of the garden offering scant comfort as her torchlight bounced in the fog but offered no real help. It was so incredibly, awfully still. She hoped desperately that Miles would hurry.


    She climbed the steps into the gazebo and turned; a faint light appeared in the fog as she rubbed her arms and wished she’d have taken the time to find a better wrap. Her heart beat increased and she felt it in her throat, chiding herself for allowing the eerie night to try her nerves.


    “Miles,” she called softly and heard a twig snap as the light grew ever closer. She stood at the edge of the steps and drew back into the gazebo as the torch continued to approach, shining directly in her face so that she was unable to see who held it.


    “Miles!” she repeated, her tone sharp as she continued her retreat, feeling a surge of anger that finally had her standing her ground in the center of the structure. “Take the light from my eyes, I cannot even see you!”


    Her corset felt tight as she breathed harder and she moved to smack the torch out of her face when the person holding it clutched her by the throat. Her head spun as she tried to gasp, to draw in a breath through her crushed airway. She pulled at the wrist that lifted her from her feet and then released her, hurling her down onto the hard stone floor.


    Marie rolled to the side, tried to crawl away when she felt something cold slash down across her face, raking from her forehead to her chin and down onto her neck. She reached up desperately, clutching at fabric, the blood pooling in her eyes and obscuring her vision as she clawed wildly at her attacker, ripping a button free as she fell back and her head made contact again with the unforgiving floor.


    Her arm flung outward and the button slipped free; her gaze, obscured with blood, followed along the length of her arm to her extended fingers where the button rolled to a stop. Her thoughts were scattered, frantic, as she tried to move her limbs but found them unresponsive. Coherent thought dimmed as the world slowly enclosed in blackness around her and searing pain sliced repeatedly across her midsection and chest and finally, again at her throat.


    Miles . . . Her lips formed the name but no sound issued forth as she registered a blissful deadening of the pain, a measure of peace. Feeling as though a hand reached down and pulled her upright into the air, she looked wildly at the empty space to see who had rescued her as the choking, blinding pain ceased altogether.


    She hovered in the gazebo, her eyes suddenly open and her vision sharp and clear. She noted the tiniest of details, saw through the dark, through the fog, saw her attacker leaning over a prostrate and bloodied form and retrieving the missing punch cards from the skirt pocket. Fury rose and bubbled in her chest as she slashed out, only to realize that her hand passed ineffectively through her assailant’s head.


    Marie looked down again, her senses reeling, as she regarded her own torn and bloodied body. Stunned, she watched as her attacker rose fully, straightened clothing, and turned and left the gazebo. Her Tesla Torch, dropped and forgotten, rolled slightly and then was still, casting a ghastly glow over Marie’s mortal remains.


    Sorrow bubbled up inside her and she screamed, hearing it echo inside her head. She sank down next to her battered body, noting the direction her eyes had taken those last, frantic moments before her corporeal form had succumbed to the assault. The sightless eyes gazed down the length of her out-flung arm, to the line of her bare hand that pointed to the one piece of evidence she had managed to take from her murderer.


    Alone . . . she was utterly, devastatingly alone. She heaved breaths that weren’t really breaths at all, felt the frantic heartbeat of an organ that lay still and lifeless on the floor before her. She welcomed the surge of anger that swelled around her until the air pulsated with it, became a physical thing. She would not leave. She would remain at her home until she and Clara were avenged.


    As she felt her eyes burn with tears that weren’t really there, she thought of her home, of the evil in its midst, and sobbed.
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    My father loved music. He loved it with a passion that led him to music school, and ultimately to get his PhD in musicology. He sang. He conducted. He taught. And he consumed—he consumed music, and life, with a great and joyful appetite.


    My father was also a bipolar alcoholic whose own father likely committed suicide, though we don’t know for sure. He was a child of the 1940s, and back then people rarely understood or talked about mental health, depression, and the concept of self-medication. I do know he started using alcohol addictively around fifteen and never stopped. I know he was full of self-loathing, and in emotional pain. So he drank. Then the drinking and consequences of the drinking led to more self-loathing and pain. Which led to more drinking. The two diseases fed each other in a toxic relationship that eventually took away his opportunities to do what he most loved. He couldn’t hold a job in the music world. His ability to delight in beauty, and to create it himself, was greatly diminished. I never knew him as the young, accomplished musician and professor of music that he had been. He didn’t get his diagnosis of bipolar until well into his later adulthood. We hoped maybe that would compel him to stop drinking so he could properly address that diagnosis, but it didn’t.


    I have my own diagnoses. Depression and anxiety. A touch of OCD, a pinch of ADD. The propensity to compulsive and addictive behavior. I never suffered acutely from these things, but I suffered enough to despair about my future and have it affect my ability to work and face some basic challenges of adulthood. I sometimes would wonder what was wrong with me, why I was “broken.” If I tried harder, I thought. If I were more disciplined, if I had the right time-management system . . .


    Once, in a therapeutic exercise, I filled out a family tree. I’d done one before. I knew about all the people in my line with creative gifts and skills, where I came from, the ethnic makeup I bear. But this one was a family tree of issues. I discovered that in every generation, on both sides of my tree, depression and addiction lurked behind stories of parental abandonment, poverty, and broken marriages. And I realized: what I suffered from was not my fault. For whatever reason, these are the roots of my family and I grew from those roots.


    So here I am. Sometimes medicated, sometimes not. I have the luxury of choosing because my symptoms are generally manageable, until they aren’t.


    At times I am acutely aware that if I don’t take care of myself and my mental health, I could lose the chance to do what I love to do, as my father did. My depression/anxiety and the things I do to soothe it could take my writing away from me. Perhaps not in the dramatic manner it took from my father; more likely by chipping away at me little by little, in lost days, in lost joy, in a lost sense of myself, lost purpose and the dark distortion that can overshadow even the best things in life.


    I have support. I have information. I have faith. I try to get my sleep and avoid my triggers and eat healthy food and get my exercise and do my spiritual practices and treat myself with gentleness, humor, love, and respect. I take my meds when it’s time to do that. I’m grateful that I didn’t get the diseases of my father at the grave intensity that he did, and I feel compassion for all those people in my family tree, generations back, who didn’t have the information, the vocabulary, or the support to help mitigate their symptoms. I think about how, not knowing what we know now, they probably added to their misery by blaming themselves for it.


    And I think about how my father’s diseases eventually took away his ability to make music or work in that field. I wouldn’t say I “write for him” in some kind of effort to honor or repair what he lost—we didn’t have that kind of bond. But when I’m tempted to despair or even be dismissive about my own creative work and process, I remember that I come from a long line of would-be artists who were thwarted by the same issues that I am blessed to be able to manage, and it seems unfair to not appreciate that blessing and at least attempt to thrive under it.


    In the years before he died, with his conditions worsening, my father went through periods of disappearing into homelessness or near-homelessness. I wanted to write about that in the semi-autobiographical novel that I wrote just before I wrote my first published novel, Story of a Girl. My contribution to the anthology is an excerpt from that work.
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    Deanna Lambert, the protagonist of Story of a Girl, was born on the pages of the book this excerpt is from. Though it was never published, it turned out to be an important story for me as far as laying the groundwork for what would become my fiction debut. Readers of Story of a Girl will recognize the narrator of this excerpt. Lee and her brother Peter have recently moved from San Francisco into a nearby suburb, Pacifica, after their mother’s marriage to Burt. Starting at a new school in an unfamiliar place has been difficult for Lee, and so has adjusting to a new stepfather and dealing with the worry over where her father, an addict, may have disappeared to. Lee has just begun a friendship with Deanna, whom her brother and parents don’t approve of. Deanna’s friend Jason, her brother Darren, and Darren’s pregnant girlfriend Stacy round out the cast of this scene. Lee is trying to get out of going to her former best friend’s party. Deanna helps, and the night takes an unexpected turn.


    (It should also be noted that though Story of a Girl ultimately included characters with mobile phones, I first wrote the two related books in a long-ago time when most people didn’t have them. I’ve kept it that way for this anthology.)
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    I get an invitation in the mail to Francie’s sixteenth birthday party. The party is only one week away, on a Saturday night, and the RSVP date has already passed. Francie’s mother probably mailed it at the last minute without Francie even knowing. I bury the invitation in the newspaper recycling pile, but Francie’s mom calls my mom to find out if I’m coming and my mom says yes without asking me.


    When I protest, Mom is perplexed. “Francie is your best friend! Why wouldn’t you go?”


    I can’t explain without going into the whole stupid story of Lana Greenhill and the friendship triangle that broke us all up, including the part about how I started writing stuff about Lana on the desks at school and then she found out and cried and everyone felt sorry for her and hated me. Instead I tell her a partial truth, that I don’t think Francie really wants me there and I don’t know why. Mom laughs and tells me not to be silly. Okay.


    Later, I call Deanna and tell her all about Francie and Lana and the party.


    “So don’t go,” she says.


    “My mom is making me.”


    “Okay,” Deanna says, “how are you going to get to the party?”


    “I guess my mom will drive me . . .”


    “Let me think.”


    I wait, knowing Deanna is going to come up with something dangerous and perfect.


    “Okay,” she says, “Get Peter to volunteer to drive you, and—”


    “He doesn’t have his license yet.”


    “Oh. When is the party?”


    “Saturday,” I say. “At five.”


    “Five? What kind of a party starts at five? You’re lucky you’re not friends with her anymore. So me and Darren will pick you up at four. Around four-fifteen, we find a pay phone and you call Nancy and tell her you’re sick and can’t come, then—”


    “Francie.”


    “Huh?”


    “Francie, not Nancy.”


    “Francie, okay, whatever.” Deanna sounds increasingly excited, like we’re planning a prank or a heist. “You tell Francie you feel like you’re getting the flu or something. Tell her you puked and you’re sorry you can’t come because you were really looking forward to it.”


    We start laughing when Deanna says I should tell Francie I puked. I feel mean, but Francie was mean to me, too, and anyway puked is a funny word. Burt walks down the hall and stops at the door of my room to say, “It’s been almost fifteen minutes.” Meaning the phone. I want to say that I didn’t know there was a time limit and that this is important, but Burt has already disappeared into the bathroom.


    “I have to get off the phone in a minute,” I tell Deanna.


    “Okay, so that’s the plan. Then you and me and Jason will hang out in the city until the party is supposed to be over.”


    “Your dad will let you?” I ask.


    “As long as I’m with Darren, he doesn’t care what I do.”


    Burt comes out of the bathroom and back down the hall, and points at his watch. I nod and wait for him to go away, but he doesn’t.


    “Deanna? I have to go. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


    When I hang up, Burt tells me in his serious voice that no one needs to use the phone for more than fifteen minutes. “What if there was an emergency and someone was trying to get through?” he asks. “What if your mother was in a car accident?”


    I want to ask if he’s ever heard of voice mail or call waiting and besides, Mom is watching TV in the family room. “Sorry,” I say. Not sorry.


    “It’s all right. Just try to remember.”


    I go to my room and it takes concentration to not slam the door. I dig in my bottom dresser drawer for my list of things I don’t like about Burt and add STUPID PHONE RULE.


    During P.E. the next day, Deanna and I refine our plans while we wait in line for the balance beam. Fortunately, we’re starting with the one that is only about three inches off the floor so there is relatively little danger of injury. I’m anxious about the lie. I’ve never crafted an elaborate deception like this, one that would actually have consequences if I get caught.


    “How do I explain getting a ride with you and Darren?”


    “Tell her you want to take the bus,” Deanna says. “We could even pick you up at the bus stop if that looks better.”


    “Why would I want to take the bus?”


    “To save your mom the trouble of driving you, I guess.”


    I bit my thumbnail. “I don’t know.”


    “Look. Has your mom ever caught you lying before?” Deanna is exasperated by my paranoia.


    “Not since I was a little kid.”


    “Then don’t worry about it. She trusts you.” Deanna takes her turn walking across the beam and only bobbles a little. I go next and have to jump off a couple of times. Mrs. Waters sighs at my failure and waves the next girl on.


    “Next time don’t look at your feet so much,” Deanna says. We watch as Jenni does a fancy turn on the beam without wobbling at all. Deanna grabs my arm. “I know: let your mom drive you to the party and drop you off. We’ll wait for you down the street or something.”


    “Maybe it would be easier if I just actually went to the party.”


    “No,” says Deanna. “Francie treated you like shit. You’re not going to sit there at her party and eat it, too.”


    Mrs. Waters gestures at us. “Ladies, on the floor for stretches please.”


    We lay down on our backs and Waters takes us through hamstring stretches. Deanna’s plan makes me nervous, but the thought of going to the party with Lana and everyone else knowing Francie didn’t want me there makes me even more nervous. I turn to Deanna and whisper, “Okay. I’ll give you Francie’s address and everything later. I’ll figure out what to tell my mom.”


    She smiles and I feel good. One, because Deanna doesn’t smile that much. Also because the feeling makes me remember when, in second grade, everyone was teasing me because I got gum in my hair, and Francie yelled at them all to leave me alone or she’d put gum in all their hair. That’s how she said it—“I’ll put gum in all your hair!” Then she took me to the office and Miss St. James, the pretty secretary, cut the gum out and gave us both lemon drops. Francie took her barrette out and put it over the spot where Miss St. James cut. I think that was the last time I really felt like I had a best friend. Until now.


    On Saturday, I can’t stop checking my watch. I do my homework and my chores—vacuuming the house and cleaning the bathroom—but then it’s only eleven so I do some of Peter’s chores, too, including dusting which I hate. When he asks why, I tell him to make it up to me by getting his driver’s license sometime in the next decade. I shower and dress in jeans and a black T-shirt. At about three-thirty, I take the phone into my room, shut the door, and dial Francie’s number. She answers.


    “Francie? This is Lee.”


    “Oh . . . hi!” She sounds so enthusiastic. Her mother must be in the room.


    “Hi. Um, I can’t come today. I’m sick.” I try to sound weak and disappointed.


    “Oh,” says Francie. “Are you sure? We rented Sixteen Candles, and my parents promised to not bug until nine.” Nine. I wonder what Deanna would have to say to that.


    “I can’t. I . . . I threw up. About ten minutes ago.” My cat Beatrice, who has been sitting on my bed, stops cleaning herself and narrows her eyes at me as if she knows I’m lying.


    “Oh,” says Francie.


    “Yeah,” says me.


    “Well . . .”


    “Well, happy birthday. Bye.”


    “Bye.”


    My heart is racing when I hang up. I guess this is really happening. I open the door to put the phone back and find Peter standing in the hall.


    “You’re sick?” he asks.


    “Were you listening at my door?”


    “Are you sick?”


    “I can’t believe you listened at my door, Peter.” I return the phone and stomp back into my room. Peter follows me in and closes the door.


    “You’re not sick,” he says.


    “No, I’m not sick. I’m just not going to Francie’s stupid party.”


    “Does Mom know?”


    “No.”


    “Uhhh, are you going to tell her?”


    “Uhhh,” I say, imitating him, “no.” I debate telling Peter the whole plan, but it will only confirm his suspicion that Deanna is corrupting me and I don’t want him to think he’s right about her. “Mom’s going to drop me off and pick me up, but I’m not going to go in to the party. The end.”


    “What are you going to do the whole time you’re supposed to be at the party?”


    “I don’t know. Go to the library or something.”


    Peter stares at me like I’m crazy. He has this frown like our dad’s. “Why don’t you tell Mom you don’t want to go?”


    “Just stay out of it,” I say. “Please.”


    “Whatever. If you get caught, I’ll deny you never told me anything.”


    “Don’t worry.”


    Right before we leave, Mom tries to get me to change into something nicer. “I just think that dressing nice shows respect for your host,” she says. “That’s all.”


    “Mom, this is what people wear. Trust me.” When we pull out, I check myself in the side mirror and for a second I think I might be a little bit pretty. My hair is growing out some and for once I don’t have a zit.


    Mom looks at me and smiles like she can read my mind. “You do look nice. But I don’t know why you have to wear black. You look so nice in bright colors.”


    “Mom.”


    She’s in a good mood, humming to herself as she drives, talking about her day. When I joke about other drivers, she laughs and makes her own jokes. Like when a car in front of us keeps drifting around, I say, “Pick a lane and go with it,” and she says, “We know it’s a big decision, sir, but you’ve gotten this far in life . . .” When it’s like this I almost feel like I could tell her about not going to Francie’s party, that she would understand and she would let me spend the evening with Deanna and Darren, and Burt and Peter would never know. It would be a secret our whole lives. A mother-daughter thing.


    Mom interrupts my fantasy. “Are there going to be boys at this party?”


    The way she says “boys” makes me realize that I will never tell her the truth about this or anything else. She’s living on a different planet, in a different era.


    “I don’t know, Mom.”


    When we’re almost to Francie’s house, I tell her that I forgot to get a card and she can just drop me at the drug store a couple of blocks from Francie’s.


    “I’ll wait in the car,” Mom says. “I’d like to go up and say hello to Jean.” Francie’s mother.


    “Mom, no!” I realize I sound overly panicked. “I mean, that’s so . . . third grade. Please?”


    She sighs and pulls up at the curb in front of the drug store. “All right. What time should I pick you up?”


    “Um, eight-thirty?” There’s only one more small detail and then my plan will be perfectly executed. “Did . . . Francie’s mom tell you about the ice cream?”


    “No.”


    “Oh!” I say it brightly. Ice cream! “We’re going to Baskin Robbins—you know, the one on Irving—after the video and everything. So it would probably be easier for you to just pick me up there.”


    Mom looks confused. “How are you getting to Baskin Robbins from Francie’s? You can’t all fit in Jean’s car . . .”


    I shrug. “Mom, I’m gonna be late.”


    “I don’t want you in a car with someone who just got her license yesterday, all right?”


    “I know.”


    “All right.” Mom leans over and kisses me. “Be waiting out on Irving at eight-thirty sharp. I don’t want to have to try to find parking. Have fun.”


    “Bye.” I run into the drugstore and look out the window from behind the sunglasses rack until Mom has pulled away. When the car disappears around the corner, I resist the urge to jump up and down and clap my hands like a five-year-old. I find the aisle where the motor oil is stocked, and Deanna and Jason are waiting, as planned. Deanna holds up her hands over her head, and I give her a double high five.


    “You did it,” she says. “Let’s go.”


    Darren and Stacy are waiting in the car a couple of blocks away. Deanna, Jason, and I slide into the back seat and Darren looks over his shoulder. “Okay, troublemaker,” he says. “Where to now?”


    It takes me a second to realize he’s talking to me, but he’s sort of smiling and it makes me feel like I belong. Before I can answer, Stacy says, “I’m hungry. Food first.”


    We find a diner on Cole that serves breakfast all day and I get the cheap pancake special. Stacy finishes first and then flags down the waiter for a brownie sundae.


    “Dang, Stacy,” says Darren, watching her shovel in the ice cream.


    “Shut up. I’m eating for two.” She feeds Darren a spoonful of her sundae and he kisses her on the cheek. I remember what Deanna said about Darren and Stacy never talking about the baby, and I wonder if something has changed. I wonder if they’re going to keep the baby, if they’ll get married, if they’ll be happy. For some reason I really, really want to know that things will turn out good for them and the baby.


    “So what are we going to do for the next three hours?” Deanna asks.


    “We could just drive around . . .” Jason says.


    “For three hours? You buyin’ the gas?” Darren gets up to pay the check. Jason and I try to give him money but he shakes his head in a way that reminds me of Deanna. “Just leave the tip. And don’t be cheap about it.”


    On the way to the car, we pass a tall man in an Army jacket who makes me think of Dad. We’re not that far from the residence hotel where he was staying last time I heard from him. Maybe fifteen minutes. Maybe if I sort of showed up at his door, he’d be happy to see me. He’d say sorry for disappearing on us.


    “You’re probably missing a game of pin the tail on the donkey right about now,” Deanna says. “I wish I could meet this Francie girl and tell her how lame she is.”


    When we get in the car, I tell them I have an idea about where we can go.


    “The Kensington Manor Hotel,” I say. “It’s on Mason Street.”


    “What’s at the Kensington Manor Hotel?” asks Darren.


    “My dad. Or, he was. Before I lost him.”


    “You lost your dad? That’s a good trick,” says Darren. “Maybe you can give me and Deanna some pointers on losing ours. Mason and what?”


    “Eddy.” I have the address memorized.


    Darren turns around. “Eddy? As in, the Tenderloin?”


    “I guess.”


    Stacy says, “Isn’t that, like, drug dealer hell or something?”


    “We’re not going there,” Darren says. “Sorry.”


    I picture the Army coat he’ll have on. How his face will look. How he might cry when he realizes his daughter has been looking for him.


    “Come on, Darren,” Deanna says. “It’s not that bad.”


    “Sure. I’ll just go into a pay-by-the-hour hotel in the Tenderloin with a couple of teenage girls and it won’t be gross and dangerous at all.” Darren shakes his head. “Look, I’ll go to any neighborhood by myself, but if something happened to Lee or Jason, I’d be in deep shit. And if something happens to my car, I will kill.”


    “It’s okay,” I say, even though I don’t feel like it’s okay. We’re so close. “Never mind.” I’ll come back on my own some time, I decide. I’ve waited long enough for him to turn up on his own.


    “No, we’re going,” Deanna says. “Darren, nothing will happen. If it does, we’ll just say we got lost and it won’t be your fault.”


    “It’ll be cool,” says Jason, who has barely talked all night. More been sort of quietly there.


    Even Stacy seems to want to go now. “Come on, Dar. It’s her dad.”


    “Fine,” Darren says, sighing. “But you’re only going to the hotel, in and out and that’s it.” He runs his hands around the steering wheel of his precious car. Then he looks over his shoulder at Jason. “If I wait in the car so we don’t have to park in stabbing-town, it’s on you to make sure nothing happens.”


    Jason lifts up his hands. “I will defend the honor.”


    “Don’t piss me off, Jason,” Stacy says. “I have kicked more ass than you and that’s a known fact.”


    “Let’s go,” Deanna says.


    We get lost a couple of times on our way to the hotel, but eventually find it and Darren pulls up in a loading zone. There’s a couple of creepy-looking guys hanging out near the hotel door, and across the street there’s a man swearing at a lady pushing a grocery cart. The woman is so thin she looks like she might collapse right on the street if she didn’t have the cart supporting her. There’s broken glass and fast-food wrappers on the sidewalk.


    “This is Kensington Manor Hotel?” Stacy asks, looking back at me.


    “Well, yeah,” I say. I don’t know what she expected. “I think it used to be nicer, like a real hotel.”


    Stacy watches the skinny shopping-cart lady walk in front of the car. “And what is it now?”


    Deanna opens the car door. “Hold it,” says Darren. “I changed my mind. I’m coming in with you.”


    “Who’s going to watch the car?” Stacy asks.


    “You?”


    “No way,” says Stacy. “I’m not sitting here by myself.”


    “Yeah now you want a man.”


    “I’ll wait with you,” says Jason.


    “We can just go back,” I say. “It’s not that important.” It is, though, to me, only I feel like I waited forever to have some friends and I don’t want this to ruin anything.


    “No, no, no.” Darren sighs. “Shit. We’re all going in. Come on.”


    Everyone gets out, and then Darren locks up the car and leaves it in the loading zone. The air outside smells foul, like garbage and booze and body odor. Before we reach the door, a woman who I assume by the way she’s dressed is a prostitute comes toward us and says hi to Jason. She’s my mom’s age, maybe older. Darren grabs Jason and pulls him away, saying, “Don’t touch the jailbait.”


    “You don’t look underage,” she says to Darren. He ignores her and we go in.


    The front desk is behind a sheet of glass or plastic or something with a little hole to talk through. The guy behind the glass looks us up and down and says, “What do you want?” Deanna and Jason and Darren and Stacy all look at me and I know I’m supposed to say something, but now that we’re here I don’t know what. I only pictured my dad opening his door, being glad to see me. Not how we’d get from this moment to that one.


    The desk guy addresses Darren. “Look, I’ll say it again. What. Do. You. Want. Tell me now or get out, okay? If someone told you I have crystal, I don’t. That guy doesn’t work here anymore.”


    Stacy leans down and puts her mouth right up to the hole in the glass. “She’s looking for her dad,” she says, pointing at me. “Tell him, Lee.”


    I step up. “My dad was staying here,” I say. “Alex Mann?”


    “Yeah, I know Al,” he says. “You called the other day, didn’t you? You come to pay his bill?”


    “No, I . . .”


    “He owes me almost two-hundred bucks.”


    “Hey,” Darren says. He says it calm, but not exactly nice. “She’s just looking for her dad, okay?”


    “And how old are you, kid? Are you gonna pay me?”


    “What’s the problem, dude?” Darren asks. “Have you seen her dad or not?”


    “That depends, dude. Is that your car in my loading zone?”


    That’s when Darren stops being calm and things start to go really wrong. He slams his fist onto the glass and all of us, including the guy behind the counter, jump. “Why don’t you come out from behind there, huh? What kind of a man are you, threatening a fifteen-year-old girl from behind bulletproof glass? Huh?” Every couple of words, he punches the glass again, hard. Now people from the street are starting to come in, and I get really, really scared. Almost as scared of Darren as of anyone else in the lobby. I glance at Deanna and Jason, and they look like I feel. Deanna’s eyes are fixed on Darren and she is breathing hard.


    “I didn’t threaten anybody, blondie.”


    “Did you just call me blondie?”


    “Come on, Dar,” says Stacy. “Let’s go.”


    “No,” he says, never taking his eyes off the guy behind the counter. “Not until this piece of shit tells us where Lee’s dad is.”


    The desk guy keeps looking past us like he’s expecting someone. “If I knew where Al was, I’d tell you. Did you try the hospitals? The morgue? Maybe he’s on a slab somewhere.”


    Stacy looks over at me, and steps closer to sort of hold me up, swearing under her breath. It hadn’t occurred to me that my dad could be more permanently gone.


    Darren leans into the glass and says, scary-calm, “You are so lucky that you’re nice and safe back there. If you weren’t, I would kill you right now with my bare hands.”


    The guy sort of smiles and says, “If you’re so hot to find Al, why don’t you ask the cops about it? They’re right behind you.”


    We all turn around and see four police officers coming in the door. Their squad cars are in front, lights flashing, blocking Darren’s car in. At the same time I see the cops, I notice the clock over the door. It’s about five minutes before I’m supposed to meet my mom at Baskin Robbins.


    Two of the police get Darren and the desk guy to calm down and they hear both versions of what happened, with Darren wondering loudly why the cops would come to a place like this and pick on the only people present who aren’t breaking the law. Another cop clears out all the street people who have come into the lobby to see what’s going on, and the fourth, a woman, talks to Stacy. It takes them about fifteen minutes to hear everyone’s story and it becomes obvious that this kind of thing is basically an hourly occurrence in a place like this and they’re only even taking this long because we’re so young.


    Anyway, I’m hardly paying attention because I’m imagining my mom waiting for me. I imagine her going back to Francie’s thinking maybe I’m there. I picture Francie’s mother telling her that I was never at the party, and I imagine how my mom will feel angry and worried and embarrassed all at once. And I know in my bones that I won’t find my father, not tonight. That’s when I start to cry.


    Deanna and Stacy tell me not to worry, and Jason just sort of watches everything. The lady cop asks me what’s wrong and I tell her I need to call home. She takes me behind the bulletproof glass and points me to the phone, staying close as the desk guy steps back. My hand is shaking as I punch in the number of Burt’s house. Our house. I pray that Peter will answer, and I try to get my crying under control, and I wish the cop wasn’t watching but she doesn’t look like she’s going anywhere.


    Burt answers after half a ring.


    “Burt?”


    “Lee?” When he says my name, he sounds relieved, but in a second I can hear it turn to anger. “Where are you?”


    I tell him I’m okay and if mom calls tell her to go home, and that I’ll be home in about half an hour. All the time I’m crying, and all the time I can feel Burt’s anger even though he doesn’t say much. He hangs up without saying goodbye.


    After everything, the police determine that no one has committed any kind of crime and ask us to leave the premises. They do tell Darren how it was a bad idea to bring us all here and what it means to be responsible for a bunch of minors, which he tried to tell us and I feel bad about. “You won’t be doing that again, right?”


    “Right.” Darren is cradling one hand in the other, bruises coming up from attaching the glass.


    Deanna touches Darren’s hand. “You got a little too much like Dad for a second there. A little scary.”


    He stretches his fingers. “Yeah. I know. Sorry.”


    The cops say my dad doesn’t count as a missing person, but give me some numbers and addresses of other shelters and places I might find someone who’s homeless.


    Then it’s all over and we’re back in the car and on our way to Pacifica.


    Nobody talks. We don’t even have the radio on or anything. I want to tell Darren thanks for sticking up for me, but I think he knows how I feel and saying it would make it mean less. Instead I tell them all I’m sorry for getting them in trouble.


    “Forget it,” Darren says. “My parents won’t find out.”


    “Yeah, you’re the one that’s going to be in trouble,” says Deanna. Her voice is quiet, not confident and cool like usual. “It’s my fault. I guess you should have just gone to the party.”


    Deanna’s hand is resting on her knee, and I have an impulse to grab it, just to make contact because it seems better than words. Instead I say, “I didn’t want to go to the stupid party.”


    “This is what it’s about, anyway.” That’s Jason.


    Darren glances in the rearview mirror. “Huh?”


    “This,” says Jason. “This is what matters. Not other stuff . . . like passing algebra or keeping your parents from getting mad at you or knowing what to tell everyone about what you want to do with your life. This. This is all there really is.”


    Darren shrugs, but we know what Jason means and when we come over the hill and see the lights of Pacifica glowing under the fog and smell the salt air coming in the open window, I get about three minutes of not feeling abandoned by my dad and not feeling scared about what kind of trouble I’m going to be in. Three minutes of accepting that my new life is here—no one can make me go back, and I couldn’t if I wanted to and maybe I need to stop trying to get from my dad what he could never give.


    Three minutes of letting it sink in that I have these friends. They’re there for me in whatever messed up way they can be, and Jason’s right, that matters. It matters more to me right now than anything else.


    As the car approaches Burt’s house, I see that he and Mom are waiting on the front porch and I tell Darren to just drop me where we are and keep driving, otherwise he’s going to get the third degree all over again.


    “Call me tomorrow,” says Deanna.


    “Later, Lee,” says Jason.


    Darren looks at me in the rearview mirror. Our eyes meet and he doesn’t say anything but I hear him anyway.


    Stacy turns around and says that she hopes I find my dad. She sounds and looks sad. I get out and Darren does a U-turn so that he doesn’t have to drive by Burt’s house, and I watch until the tail lights disappear around the corner.
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    Critically acclaimed, #1 New York Times bestselling author Aprilynne Pike has been spinning tales since she was a child with a hyperactive imagination. At the age of twenty she received her BA in Creative Writing from Lewis-Clark State College in Lewiston, Idaho. When not writing, Aprilynne can usually be found out running; she also enjoys singing, acting, reading, and working with pregnant moms as a childbirth educator and doula. Aprilynne lives in Arizona with her husband and four kids; she is enjoying the sunshine.

  


  
    I confess, my connection with mental illness was fairly tenuous until I got married and found out what OCD actually is. I, like I suspect many people do, thought it was the “cleanliness disorder.” That was it. And yes, that can be part of it. But I think a lot of people dismiss the C part of OCD. Through a cousin of my husband, I learned about how nearly uncontrollable, irrational compulsions can severely disrupt an otherwise sensible, intelligent person’s life to the point of an inability to function. The compulsion to suddenly drive into oncoming traffic at 70 miles per hour, for example. A compulsion you have to fight, and pull over to the side of the road as quickly as possible, and sit there sweating with heart pounding at your near miss with disaster.


    The tendency toward many different levels of OCD in my husband’s family is quite strong and, now that I understand it better, I see minor symptoms in him and his family members. But since my children share his genes, I’m also starting to see it in them. And when my daughter told me the other day, “I like to have a routine. When something happens that messes up the routine, it makes me really upset and I can’t really explain why,” I was so glad I knew to tell her that it was okay to feel that way. That it is a trait she inherited from her father, and that she could always talk to me about it. More than anything, I think sufferers of mental illness need more people who will listen.
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    My contribution is three short stories set in the Wings world between Illusions and Destined. Since Illusions ended on quite a cliffhanger, I wrote these stories to act as a bridge for my loyal readers who, unfortunately, had to wait a year between books! However, I still have a mean streak, so each of these stories is as much a teaser as anything! Each story is from a different point of view—two of which you never see scenes from in the books.
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    Unenticing


    Tamani pushed his sunglasses up on his head as he entered the gelato shop. It was eleven in the morning; other than the brunette on the other side of the counter eyeing him, the shop was empty.


    Perfect.


    “Hi,” Tamani said with a winning smile as he approached the counter. “How are you today?”


    “Good. What’ll you have?”


    He paused, scanning the array of pastel-colored gelato. “What do you suggest?” he asked. He didn’t really care—it wasn’t like he could actually eat it.


    “Well,” the girl said, pushing back from the counter to walk behind the tubs on display, “are you a chocolate person or a fruit person?”


    At least he could answer that one honestly. “Fruit.”


    “Tart or sweet?”


    “Um . . . tart?”


    “Then I’d suggest the lemon, or maybe the cranberry.”


    “Why don’t you give me some of each,” Tamani said, not even glancing at the dessert. Look them in the eye; everyone had stressed that. “I trust you,” he added, widening his smile.


    “Okay,” the girl said, glancing from him to the gelato as she scooped it into a small bowl. “That’ll be two pounds fifty.”


    “Well worth it,” Tamani said, peeling a five-pound note out of his pocket. “Good dessert and better company.”


    The girl tittered as she opened the cash register.


    “Where are you from?” Tamani asked, leaning on one elbow as she handed him his change.


    “Um, just around here,” the girl said.


    “And what do you like to do in your spare time?”


    Her smile seemed a little hesitant now, and she grabbed a wet cloth and began wiping down the counter. “Haven’t got much of that these days.”


    “Do you, like, party?”


    Her face froze and for some reason she glanced around the store before answering him. “Not really, no.”


    “Oh, I don’t blame you,” Tamani said, grasping for common ground. “What about rock and roll? You like rock and roll?” Apparently it was very popular these days.


    “Um, I guess so. Anyway, I better, ah, clean this,” she said, turning to a counter on the opposite side of her work space—and giving her back to Tamani.


    Undeterred, Tamani leaned a little closer over the counter. I can do this. “I’m new about town,” he said. “I’m staying a few kilometers west of here.”


    “Uh-huh,” the girl said, not turning around.


    “I’ll be here for a couple more months,” he added. “I’d love to find someone I could socialize with.”


    The girl said nothing.


    “So how about it? Would you like to get together and do . . .” He realized he didn’t have a suggestion. But he turned his smile sultry and finished with, “whatever it is you do around here for fun?”


    At last she turned to face him again, but her expression was doubtful. She didn’t trust him; he’d have to figure out what he’d said to cause that. Or maybe he’d just forgotten something?


    Oh—of course! Stupid. Humans were so funny about names. Always so skittish, wanting a proper introduction. Sometimes Tamani wondered if the superstition was written in their DNA.


    “I’m Tam. Tam Collins.” He thrust one hand out at her.


    She flinched back half a step. “That’s . . . great,” she said, ignoring Tamani’s outstretched hand and edging toward a door that led deeper into the shop. “Enjoy your gelato, sir.”


    And then she was gone.


    The sour taste of failure burned at the back of Tamani’s throat. He looked down at his multicolored mound of gelato, liquefying around the edges of the cup. “Thanks,” he whispered to himself, hoping he didn’t sound too disheartened. “I can’t actually eat it anyway.”


    He stepped out into the bright spring sunlight. “That could have gone better,” he muttered. He put his sunglasses back over his eyes and sneaked a glance through the window of the gelato shop. The girl had reappeared, joined by an older man; she was showing him the abandoned cup of gelato. He was shaking his head and looked troubled.


    Well, he didn’t have to get everything right on his first try. No one could win all the time. But the girl had seemed almost afraid of him at the end. He would need to figure out what he’d done wrong and avoid doing it in the future. He walked down the sunny street, looking for a new target.


    He spotted two teenage girls—late teens, Tamani predicted—at one of the white tables shaded beneath the red awnings of Café Tabou. Perfect. They had drinks in front of them, but no food. Likely they were “hanging out” rather than having an intimate meal, which was probably to his advantage. Tamani took a deep breath, adjusted his hat, tucked his hands into his pockets, and strode toward them as casually as he could.


    “Greetings,” he said when he reached their table.


    The girls looked up with suspicious expressions that melted away when they saw him. Being attractive had its advantages.


    “Hi,” one of them said, leaning back against her chair and crossing her legs.


    “Do you mind if I join you?” Tamani asked. Then, with a flirtatious smile, he gestured to the nearly empty patio. “All of the other seats seem to be taken.”


    The girls exchanged a quick look, then the one with short brown hair laughed and patted the seat next to her. “Sure,” she purred. “I’m Moira; this is Jamey.”


    “Tam,” Tamani said. “I’m here on . . .” Tamani thought quickly. “Holiday,” he finished, remembering the word as he settled himself into the chair. A waiter hurried over. “Sparkling water,” Tamani said, without taking the proffered menu. Something he could drink. No more leaving purchased food behind. That was apparently a bad thing to do.


    “So you’re on holiday,” Moira said, lifting her own glass, and eyeing him over the edge of it as she sipped. “From where?”


    “All over,” Tamani said elusively.


    “Where’d you grow up? I can’t quite place your accent.”


    No doubt, Tamani thought ruefully. “Oh, up north,” Tamani said dismissively, “but I spent the last few years in America. Hope the damage isn’t permanent. And you two? From here?”


    “Our whole lives, both of us,” Jamey said. “But we’re going abroad after sixth year. For university.”


    Tamani knew almost nothing about Scottish education, but he didn’t find it too hard to puzzle together Jamey’s meaning. That was good—it meant he was improving. The waiter returned to set a bottle and glass in front of Tamani. He poured himself some of the bubbly water and took a sip.


    Moira took over, leaning forward, her chin resting on her hands. “We both wanted to cop out early, but our parents said we’d do better in the long run if we pushed through. I was so mad; I’m already the oldest in the form.” She looked up at him, her lips making a practiced pout.


    She was flirting with him now; Tamani was quite certain. That was good. He supposed he should just encourage her to continue talking. And this gave him an opportunity to use some of the technology vocabulary he’d been studying. “So,” he said cheerily, “do you two like to surf over the internet?”


    The girls exchanged a quick look. “I guess,” Moira said, looking a little confused.


    “How about the Facebook?” Tamani asked, leaning closer and smiling. “Do you have a profile there? That’s always fun.”


    “Facebook’s okay,” Jamey said after a brief pause. “It’s getting a little crowded, though.”


    “Oh lord, my gran is on Facebook now, did I tell you?” Moira said. “My gran! Did you see what she said to Tommy about that video? I wanted to die.”


    That got Jamey laughing. “That was nothing. You should have heard my mum lose it when Dad got her an iPod. ‘Oh, it can’t play my cassettes, what good is it?’”


    Tamani was completely lost. Cassettes? At least he knew the word iPod. “Oh yes, iPods. I have an iPod on my”—what did they call it here?—“mobile,” he finished, pulling out his iPhone. “That Rod Stewart, he’s pretty hoppin’, eh?”


    They both flat-out stared at him now. Tamani was starting to sense he’d said something wrong again.


    “Um, I guess,” Jamey said. “If you’re like, forty.”


    “Ah, well, you know . . .” Tamani muttered. Were the intelligence reports outdated? Or was he just acting too mature? And if he couldn’t pinpoint his mistakes, how could he possibly correct them in time?


    “Hey, vintage is cool,” Moira said, shrugging. Tamani wasn’t sure what she meant, but she seemed to be rescuing him from her friend. Tamani decided it was probably a good idea to agree with her.


    “Oh, absolutely,” he said. “Vintages are my favorite.”


    But even Moira’s smile fell at that. “Are you okay?” she asked hesitantly.


    “Never better,” Tamani said, raising his glass with a smile. “Can I get you two another?” he asked, gesturing to their mostly empty glasses. “I’m enjoying this chat ever so much.”


    “Thanks,” Jamey said, and Tamani noticed her subtly pinch her friend’s arm. “But I actually have to go. We both do. You know how sixth year is. Homework.”


    Now there was something he could talk about! Even in Avalon, home work was unavoidable. “Oh yes,” he said. “Damned home work. My mum used to make me dust for hours. But you don’t want to rush back home to that,” he said, trailing his fingers over her arm. “Stay.”


    “Sorry,” Jamey said, her voice firm as she pulled her arm away from Tamani. “Come on, Mor, we’ve got to go now.” She pulled on her friend’s arm, but Moira was already halfway out of her seat.


    Tamani glanced at his newly acquired watch. Seven minutes. That hardly counted as a real conversation. “Can I walk with you?” Tamani asked, rising and tossing a few pounds onto the table. “Or perhaps I could give you a ride. My vehicle’s just over there,” he added, gesturing across the street to the decrepit Volkswagen van he’d driven from the Manor.


    Jamey looked up at the van and her eyes widened, then narrowed. “Listen, creep,” she said, pushing one sharp finger into his chest. “We’re not stupid. We’re leaving. You take one step in our direction and I’ll scream. And I am very, very loud. Got it?”


    Tamani nodded numbly. What had he done? “I—” he began.


    But Jamey and Moira were already scurrying away, Jamey occasionally looking over her shoulder to glare at him. The waiter was out on the patio now too, watching Tamani with concern in his eyes.


    Don’t draw attention to yourself, Sym had said. Just blend in.


    He was obviously failing at that. Tamani ducked his head and dug his keys out of his pocket. He felt eyes on his back as he hurried across the street to the van. He should have listened when Sym told him he wasn’t ready.


    Cursing under his breath, he jammed his keys into the ignition and turned them viciously, the engine starting up with a satisfying roar. Glancing at the nearly empty road, Tamani barely remembered to turn on his blinking signal as he let his foot off the clutch.


    A little too fast.


    The van stalled and lurched forward, slamming into the rear bumper of the car in front of him. The high-pitched whine of a car alarm began sounding and everyone within hearing distance turned toward him.


    Including, of course, Moira and Jamey.


    Tamani let his head fall against the steering wheel. This was never going to work.


    Starting Fresh


    “I am a regular girl,” I whispered. It felt silly, speaking aloud in an empty bathroom in an empty house.


    “A regular human girl,” I revised, meeting my own eyes in the mirror. I certainly looked human. That was all most people cared about. I hoped it was enough; everything depended on today, depended on my ability to pass myself off as human. And where would I end up if I failed? There was no way to know for sure. It didn’t really matter—if I failed, Klea would be angry, and there was no safe place for that. In the mirror I saw my bottom lip begin to quiver and I closed my teeth on it, the sharp sting stilling the tremor.


    My eyes still looked too wide—afraid. Would a kid notice something like that? Surely not . . . Besides, I had plenty of reasons to be afraid. New country, new home, new school.


    It was time.


    I grabbed my pre-packed lunch from the fridge and dropped it into my backpack, pausing in the front room to touch the delicate petals of a white egret orchid that stood on a short table by my front door. It was one of the few things I’d brought with me from Japan, carrying it on my lap like an organic security blanket. The delicate-looking blossom was firm and smelled sweet, even though its short blooming season was past.


    Green thumb, I joked to myself, giving the orchid one last pat before walking through the doorway.


    I pulled the door shut behind me and locked it. A useless gesture; not only did I live in the smallest house on the block, there was nothing of worth inside. At least nothing that would be useful to a human thief. They wouldn’t be interested in my plants, and even the small television Klea let me have would hardly be worth the trouble.


    No, the most valuable thing in the house left with me.


    But it wasn’t the time to think about that.


    It was time to be human.


    I threw a leg over my bike and pedaled, enjoying the cool air on my face. I was glad Klea had decided not to escort me to my first day of school. We’d toured the building together with the counselor last week, but yesterday Klea had driven away and left me alone at the house with assurances that I could handle the first day on my own.


    And I would.


    My confidence wavered when Del Norte High School came into view. It felt strange to be intimidated by the tiny place—this school was downright miniscule compared to the ones I attended in Tokyo and Osaka. It was probably even smaller than the youchien I’d attended in Hokkaido as a three-year-old.


    But in Japan things seemed different. It was easy to blend in. Not only were there more students, but matching uniforms made it hard to stand out. My light eyes sometimes got me noticed, but a few other students had them too. I looked different here—so I felt different. Foreign.


    Which, technically, I was. But today I needed to show them I was like them. Highlight similarities, not differences. Klea had pounded the phrase into my head.


    After locking up my bike, I followed the current of students to the front doors, ducking in behind a tall guy, trailing in his wake until he veered off to his locker. Then I had to jostle my way though the crowd to the counselor’s office.


    The door was open. Inside Mr. Robison was speaking very slowly to a Japanese boy about my age, maybe a little younger. A rather frazzled-looking woman—from his host family, I assumed—sat beside him, looking as helpless as Mr. Robison. After spending all morning preparing to blend in with the Americans, I was a little surprised to see someone else from Japan, so I stood silently in the doorway for a few seconds before Mr. Robison looked up and saw me.


    “Oh good! I’m so glad you’re here,” Mr. Robison said, rising from his desk. He came over and gestured to the boy who had turned to look at us.


    He looked about as lost as I felt.


    “This is Jun,” Mr. Robison said. “He’s from Japan, like you. Kyoto,” he added, pausing expectantly.


    “There are nearly two million people in Kyoto,” I said, trying not to sound annoyed. I should have just held my tongue. People would overlook a lot from a foreign exchange student but it was too soon to be testing the limits of that.


    But if Mr. Robison noticed my rudeness, he shrugged it off. “He’s not quite as far along in his English studies as”—awkward pause as he met the host-mother’s eyes—“we had hoped,” he finally finished. “Are you able to . . . assist me?”


    What was wrong with using the word translate? But I simply put on the half-smile I had practiced in the mirror and nodded. “Of course.” I turned to Jun. “Hajime mashite,” I said softly, inclining my head in a half-bow.


    Jun’s eyes brightened at the sound of his native tongue and he smiled with relief. It wasn’t something I could really relate to; I’d spoken English and Japanese interchangeably since birth. But I still felt sorry for him. Being here was hard enough without a language barrier.


    Jun and I exchanged a few pleasantries before I turned back to Mr. Robison. “What were you trying to tell him?”


    I spent the next few minutes not only translating but repeating the English words for him so he could begin to recognize them. I didn’t notice the sound of steps approaching behind me until I felt the unmistakable tingle that told me someone else was in the room. Mid-sentence I turned to look at the figure standing in the doorway.


    My tongue seemed to dry in my mouth as my eyes traveled the length of him, from his wiry limbs and slim frame up his sculpted shoulders to his smooth, open face. His cheekbones were high and chiseled and his mouth was full and cocked into a half-grin so fitting and natural I knew he’d never had to practice it in front of a mirror. His hair was short and black, gelled into a tousled, casual look, but it was his eyes that made my breath catch in my throat—eyes that seemed to see through me—into me—for an instant before his gaze flitted about the room, taking everything in.


    I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I felt like I couldn’t look away—almost as if my gaze was held to him by magic. I was suddenly glad he hadn’t looked at me very long—I wasn’t sure I could even speak if he talked to me. I tried unsuccessfully to swallow and finally remembered that I was holding my breath. I let it out slowly, trying not to make a sound.


    Finally he looked at me again. His eyes analyzed me for an instant before warming and turning friendly. Ignoring Mr. Robison, he thrust his hand toward me, and I wondered if he was offering it to me, feeling the same pull that I was.


    Luckily I managed to gather my wits quickly enough to realize that he just wanted to shake—a traditional American greeting. Stupid, I chided myself.


    “Hey,” he said. “I’m Tam.”


    His voice, a rich baritone, sent shivers through my whole body. And something else. It took me a moment to put my finger on it. Realization dawned a moment later and I had to force my teeth to not chatter. This was not in the plan.


    Hoping I wasn’t shaking too noticeably, I took his hand, feeling something like a spark jump between us as the soft, cool skin of his palm pressed against mine. I smiled up at him.


    “Dozo yoroshiku. I’m Yuki.”


    Where Do We Go from Here?


    Chelsea lay beside the pool, her head resting against Ryan’s stomach, trying to enjoy the last few days of September. It wasn’t really hot enough to swim, but it was warm enough to lie in the sun and try to wring just a tiny bit more color out of her very-almost-nearly-slightly tanned skin. With her pale complexion, even that had been a huge accomplishment. It came with more new freckles than she would have liked, but two steps forward and one step back was better than her usual shade of “fish-belly white,” as her mom called it.


    Chelsea considered that an insult to fish.


    Ryan was half-reclined in his deck chair, playing some fighting game on his Nintendo DS. Chelsea was used to watching Ryan and David play while she and Laurel “watched”—which mostly involved chatting and ignoring the boys. But today Laurel and Tamani had faerie business to attend to in Avalon, so it was David’s job to sit at home and wish he were with Laurel, and Chelsea’s job to keep Ryan out of the way.


    It was a great job, and she was very good at it.


    Not even the game’s machine guns sounding in her ear or the temptingly firm abs doubling as her pillow could distract Chelsea from thoughts of Avalon. Laurel and Tamani were surely there by now, walking among the fae in the legendary land of eternal springtime—a land Chelsea could only experience vicariously through Laurel.


    She sighed, not realizing she had done so until Ryan glanced away from his game. “You okay?”


    She startled. “What?”


    “You sighed. Bored?”


    She shook her head minutely, knowing he would feel the movement even if he didn’t see it. “No, just thinking about . . . school.”


    The one drawback to being in on Laurel’s secret was that it meant a lot of lying, and lying wasn’t something that came naturally to Chelsea. She was getting better—practice makes perfect and all that. But she had to keep reminding herself that it was okay to lie, because this wasn’t a bad secret. Actually, it was a very good secret—but blabbing about it would probably bring on the fae-pocalypse.


    And possibly the human-pocalypse as well.


    Still, she wished she could shout it to the world. Surely there were more people than her who would like nothing more than to hear that faeries were real and, in some cases, walking among them!


    Though not flying. Chelsea had been disappointed to find that out. After getting a good look at Laurel’s “wings” at the sophomore Halloween dance, Chelsea had been certain they were flightworthy. But, sadly, no—though they did smell really good.


    “You work too hard.”


    “Huh?”


    “At school. You work too hard.”


    Oh yeah, she’d claimed she was sighing about school. This was why she was a rotten liar. She couldn’t even remember the lie she’d told ten seconds earlier! “I know,” she said. David told her all the time. But usually it was in an effort to get her to work less hard so he could catch up.


    Or get more ahead.


    Anyway. “Can’t help it,” Chelsea said, more to break the silence than anything. She wasn’t a fan of silence. It was always one step closer to awkward than idle chatter. And she was a good chatterer, if she did say so herself. It was one of her best features. “I have big plans. Big plans that involve good grades.”


    “Yeah, Harvard,” Ryan said distractedly. “I don’t know, don’t you think your, like, eight-point-nine GPA and three million on the SAT are enough to get you in?”


    Chelsea paused. “You know, Harvard has one of the best med schools in the country. Premed too, I bet.” Chelsea would never say it out loud, but she couldn’t really see Ryan as a doctor. Not that he wasn’t smart enough or wouldn’t have a great bedside manner or anything . . . he just didn’t seem the type. But Ryan was determined to be an MD just like his dad. He never questioned Chelsea’s dream, so she wasn’t going to question his. Seemed fair.


    “I know.”


    Was there an edge to his voice, or was he just into his game? Sometimes it was hard to tell. Ryan didn’t say what was on his mind the way Chelsea did. She had to deduce his meaning from tones and body language and subtle word choices. So inconvenient, Chelsea thought. People should just talk. “Maybe you won’t want to go to UCLA when you graduate.”


    He glanced down at her, then back up at his game. “Maybe. But Dad’s a UC man, and you know how much he wants me to go there. And when he’s writing the checks, well . . . Harvard is expensive.”


    She had nothing to say to that. If anyone knew how much Harvard cost, it was Chelsea. She had spent the last four years watching tuition rise slowly but steadily. And unlike Ryan, she didn’t have a rich dad to cover it. A scholarship was the only way she was getting to Cambridge, MA. Her mom and dad could praise her work ethic all they wanted—she wasn’t busting her butt in school out of personal pride.


    Well, maybe a little. But that was more about her eternal goal to do better than David. Until he’d moved to Crescent City, she’d always been number one.


    “Maybe you could get a scholarship,” she said halfheartedly.


    Ryan raised an eyebrow at her tone. He was smart and his grades were good. Maybe even good enough to get into Harvard. But he wasn’t scholarship material and they both knew it.


    Chelsea felt butterflies in her stomach, then chided herself for feeling nervous about talking to her own boyfriend. “You know,” she blurted, “just because you apply somewhere doesn’t mean you have to go.”


    “I know that,” he said, not looking away from his game.


    “So . . . I think we should apply to both schools.”


    “Come on, senior year just started; I’m not even thinking about applications till Christmas. No exceptions.” He kissed the tip of his finger and pressed it into the middle of her forehead, making a smile curl across her face. “Not even for you.”


    Chelsea’s applications—all two of them, his school and hers—were already filled out, in the envelopes, with appropriate postage affixed. She was just waiting for her most recent set of scores to arrive before sending them in. She’d retaken the SAT over the summer just to see if she could do any better. It was worth a try. She wished for the millionth time that Harvard still did early admissions.


    And yet . . . the comforting rhythm of Ryan’s breathing, the warm California sunshine on a sleepy Saturday afternoon . . . it was enough to make Chelsea question her plans, and not for the first time. Would it be so bad to go to UCLA instead of Harvard? If she could get a scholarship at Harvard, she could get one at UCLA, too.


    If.


    Or maybe she could go to Stanford. It was closer to home, and she was pretty sure she could qualify for free tuition there. San Francisco was a lot closer to LA than Massachusetts, after all. And she would probably have other friends in the Bay Area, too. Laurel sometimes talked about UC Berkeley.


    Chelsea hated that her dreams were threatening to come between her and Ryan. Why couldn’t their goal schools be closer? They didn’t necessarily have to go to the same college—but she wanted to be able to see him every day.


    Maybe twice a day.


    And once in the evening.


    That wasn’t too much to ask, was it?


    She just thought it would be good for them to apply to both colleges, just in case. In case they changed their minds about school.


    Or worse, changed their minds about each other.


    The thought made Chelsea want to grab Ryan’s hands and pull his arms around her. But she didn’t want to break the casual mood they’d been enjoying for the last hour.


    That, and Ryan’s mom kept checking on them through the kitchen window.


    “So,” Chelsea said hesitantly, “you did have your test scores sent to Harvard just in case, right?”


    “Sure,” Ryan said, his eyes on his game.


    “And Princeton?” she asked, knowing that was the last place he would ever consider going.


    “’Course,” he said, his eyebrows furrowing in concentration.


    “And SOCC?” Chelsea asked, suspecting he wasn’t actually listening anymore.


    “Yeah,” Ryan said.


    “And Le Cordon Bleu College of Culinary Arts?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    Chelsea rolled her eyes and turned away from Ryan’s face, enjoying the feel of his sun-warmed skin on her cheek. There would be another day to pick this particular battle. For now, she was content to scope out the scenery.


    For now.
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    I was recently talking with my husband about my struggles with depression in high school. While describing it, I spoke of how tired I was. Overwhelmingly tired, all the time. All I wanted to do was sleep. With an alarmed look, he asked, “How is that different than now?” It was funny, in light of our three kids, one of whom hasn’t let me get a full night’s sleep in several years. But the truth is that unless you have struggled with depression, it’s hard to understand the sheer, overwhelming, deeper-than-bone type of tiredness that steals everything away.


    I consider myself fortunate in that I have never again struggled as much as I did in high school, but the story included here was written during one of the most difficult periods of my adult life. It was hard, reading it, remembering how it felt to be me while I wrote it. Mental health issues remain a part of my life and the lives of many members of my family. Most of my close friends have mental health issues, and we’ve all learned over the years that they are just as real and just as physical as other illnesses. We band together, those of us who understand that incomparable tiredness that steals everything, that panic that refuses to listen to reason, that dangerous gray zone where your body and your mind won’t regulate themselves. We are a tribe of survivors, a band of brothers and sisters forged in a haze of cyclical struggles. And when we say, “I understand,” we don’t qualify it with clichés or aphorisms or false promises of immediate relief.


    Because we do understand. And sometimes that is all we can offer, and sometimes that is enough.
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    “Womb” is a sci-fi short story I wrote a few years ago while in the midst of a devastating struggle with infertility. It’s the only thing I’ve ever written from a man’s POV, and my only short story written for an adult audience. In a post-apocalyptic world, one thing becomes prized above all others: children. But how far will we go to create a future? How much is too much to sacrifice? I left this story behind because it was written during such a painful time that it was hard to deal with, but now, years later, I can read it knowing that the note it ends on—hope—is a true one.
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    The net envelops her, contouring her body and shrinking until her arms are pinned to her body. She hits the rocky ground hard. Most give up, but she keeps fighting, bending and flailing. I dodge as she kicks out, and then touch the key to a strand of the net. The current freezes the fibers in place and she is stuck, her legs extended in the air, bent at the hips. It would be comical in another place.


    Her screams don’t lend themselves to humor.


    Here she is different, too. None of the shapeless howling sobs I’m accustomed to. If anything, her screams intensify, and I realize it’s not fear. It’s rage. Primal, boundless rage. I feel the screams, a shock to my system.


    I wish the nets could bind her voice along with her body. The sobs I can respond to with meaningless murmurs of comfort. This fury makes me hold back, hesitate. Maybe we could afford to let one—just this one—go.


    My com buzzes. “Deck, we’ve registered a net activation. Please confirm.”


    When I answer, they’ll hear her screaming. I can’t pretend it was a malfunctioning net. It was selfish of me to think about letting her go, anyway. This isn’t about me, or about her, even. It’s about the future.


    I put the com to my mouth, cupping my hands around it to try and buffer some of the noise. “Yes.”


    “How many wombs?”


    “One.”


    “That makes six altogether. Bring it in, we’re prepping to leave.”


    Six in a single retrieval? We’ve never picked up more than one per run. My mind spins with the possibilities, the potential. An ominous rumble brings me back to reality—inky black smears across the sky. We don’t have much time.


    I lift her off the dry, cracked ground, surprised at how light she is. With a scream that powerful, I expected her to be dense, strong, but she feels like a child in my arms. How I imagine a child would feel, anyway.


    I lay her gently on the floor of the hoverrunner. She doesn’t even stretch to the end. A sick feeling gnaws at my stomach. She looked developed from a distance, but I closed in so fast, net out before I really saw her. No, it isn’t possible. We’ve never seen an adolescent here; she couldn’t be younger than twenty. Must just be small.


    She lets out a final shriek as we start moving; the air feels empty when she stops, my ears ringing in the silence. The runner flies across the barren landscape, steering its own course through the mounds of rock and blighted scrub bushes. How they manage to eke a living out of this place remains a mystery. I wish I could tell her, let her know that things will be better, easier. She wouldn’t understand anyway. Her mind matches the savage land. She’ll soften and learn, but never truly leave this wilderness no matter where we take her.


    I look down; the net has frozen on her face in such a way that only one black eye shows. It’s fixed on me with the same intensity as her screams.


    She doesn’t look away.


    They always look away. They won’t maintain eye contact, they can’t, not even after years. But this one stares at me, and I’m struck by the expression on her face. Reproach.


    Guilt washes over me, triggered by her silent accusation. “It’s for the best,” I whisper and turn away, unable to withstand her gaze.


    The skimmer looms in the distance—none too soon. The air is heavy, charged, and the hairs on my arm stand on end. We’ll need to clear the atmosphere immediately if we want to survive. I glance back down to see if she’s still staring at me. She is. I keep my eyes on the skimmer ahead.


    I won’t come here again. For the first time this feels wrong, and I’m again troubled by the thought that I’ve made a horrible mistake. We pull up next to the skimmer and the bay opens. Normally I’d call for help, but she’s light enough that I carry her to the main door as the runner docks itself and the bay closes.


    I navigate the narrow hallway carefully so as not to bump her into any walls. It’s awkward with her legs out straight. I end up walking sideways until we get to the prep room.


    The door slides open and I stop on the threshold, overwhelmed. They had said five others, but only when I see the women standing there, huddled together and shivering, do I believe it. My hopes return.


    Cox fixes the arm restraints on the last woman; she stares at the floor, her stringy, matted hair falling over her face.


    “How did you find them?” I ask.


    He grins at me and runs a hand through his coppery hair. “They were all together; didn’t even hear me coming.”


    I shake my head in amazement. Usually their instincts are better than that.


    “You gonna prep it or what?”


    I look at the woman still in my arms. “Oh, of course.” I set her down and kneel, pulling out my tools as Cox hands me an arm restraint. Remembering her scream, I hesitate—what will she do when I loose the net? I hold my breath and deactivate the charge. Her body relaxes but she doesn’t move.


    Relieved that the fight has been shocked out of her, I quickly remove the net and fasten the restraints. They’re almost too big for her tiny wrists, whirring as they adjust.


    Cox flips the switch to bring out the flight chairs. We’ll need the whole row this time. That’s a first. “Can you get them settled? Storm’s almost here, I want to help Landry with the check so that we can get off this rock.”


    “Sure, go ahead.” The wombs are never a problem once we get them inside the skimmer. It’s all too much, too overwhelming. Cox leaves and I turn to the group, smile reassuringly but without showing my teeth. The goal is to convey meaning in the most direct, basic way, using a lot of gestures.


    I motion for the five huddled together to sit—then I freeze. They’re looking at me. Right at me. Now that I notice, they don’t seem as starved as they should. Something’s wrong.


    She slams into my back and throws her arms over my head, pulling until the narrow metal chain connecting the restraints stretches against my throat. My head jerks back and I claw at my throat, panicking, trying to pull it off.


    She screams something that sounds like “go” and the other women, hesitating only a second, dart past me and down the hall. The pressure in the skimmer changes as the bay door is opened and then closes.


    I try to yell but can’t. She hangs by the restraints, her weight pulling the metal length taut against my throat, cutting off my air and the blood to my head.


    They’ll get away. We’ll lose them—we can’t lose them. My vision swims—I need air—I can’t breathe—I have to get her off. I drop straight back, slamming her into the ground as she breaks my fall.


    The band loosens and I gasp for air, twisting out from under her arms. I reach up to the panel and push the alarm. Coughing, I turn back to the woman. She’s lying on the floor, stunned. Her eyelids flutter and I lean over, checking them.


    She’s out. Not good.


    Cox runs in. When he sees the emptied room he swears. “Where?”


    “Gone. This one attacked me, they ran.”


    He turns to run after them. “Stop!” I shout. “There’s no time! You saw the storm.”


    “I can get at least a couple!”


    “No, we’ve got to get this one to medical right away. She’s got a concussion.”


    “But the others—”


    “Are scattered. And if we waste time trying to catch one or two, we risk getting caught in the atmosphere and losing the one we do have.”


    He pauses in the doorway, torn. Swearing again, he shakes his head. “Don’t let it die.”


    He leaves, and I rub my bruised and raw throat. I examine her with a twinge of guilt. I acted instinctively, but she’s so small. I could have figured out a better way to get her off. And now the others would be out in the storm. They might not even survive. What should have been our most successful run ever is a disaster.


    I lean down to pick her up and her eyes fly open. She rolls away from me, pushing up to stand. I lurch to grab her but it’s unnecessary. She stumbles dizzily, falling to her knees and vomiting on the floor.


    When she’s done I strap her into a chair. I doubt she could fight me now; her head lolls to the side and she struggles to stay awake. I made the right call—she needs immediate help.


    A low hum vibrates through the skimmer, and I take a chair one down from her. It’s odd that I should be scared of her. Physically I’m not, not really. It was more surprise in her favor than anything else. I must be nearly double her weight. But these feelings she’s introduced, these new doubts and fears, make me nervous.


    I’m afraid of the accusation in her eyes.


    “You did the right thing,” Doc says. “Always best to monitor head injuries.”


    “Yeah, but we lost the others.” Cox scowls as he slouches against the white wall of the med center. The constant low hum of the generator engines underlies everything. I never notice it except when we first get back from an Earth run.


    Doc shrugs. “You know what they say. A bird in the hand.”


    “What does that mean?” I ask.


    Doc sighs, but doesn’t answer. He shines a light between her eyes and she wakes, sitting up and looking frantically around the room. I tense. We’ve tightened the arm restraints; there’s no slack between her wrists now. I half expect her to scream or attack again, but she just clenches her jaw and stares at the floor, her tightly wound black curls forming a sort of halo around her head.


    I wonder if Doc notices that she’s different than the others.


    “Lie down please.” Doc’s voice is soothing, a high tenor that the women seem more comfortable with than deeper voices. He gestures to the chair, motioning for her to sit back. She doesn’t. “No sleep.” Doc shakes his head widely. “No sleep, just rest.”


    A look flashes across her face—contempt? Doc doesn’t pick up on it.


    “She’s quite small.” He makes notes on her chart. “Pity she can’t tell us how old she is. I wonder if the darker skin helps them survive longer under the unfiltered sun. I wish I could go down and get samples!” He sighs, eyes far away and dreamy. Then he narrows back in on the forms. “I’d like to weigh her and take some x-rays, but I don’t want to overwhelm her right now.”


    “Just drug it,” Cox snaps. He blames me, no doubt. There won’t be punishment for the ones we lost; there doesn’t need to be. We know what we cost ourselves.


    “I can’t this soon after a blow to the head,” Doc says.


    Through the whole exchange she keeps her eyes on the floor, shoulders hunched protectively. But again, something is off. I can’t put my finger on it. Then I realize—she’s listening.


    “She’s not confused,” I say.


    Doc nods distractedly, feeling the back of her head. She flinches at his touch. “That’s a good sign, then. We’ll keep monitoring her, make certain there was no major damage.”


    “No, I mean, she’s not confused about where she is.” There’s no panic there, only anger.


    Doc frowns, adjusting his glasses as he leans down to look into her face. She turns away. “She can’t comprehend it. They all react a little different. I wouldn’t worry about it.”


    All three of our wrist monitors beep at the same time. Doc unlocks one of the cabinets and pulls out the bottle. We each take one of the small orange tablets.


    “Bottoms up.” Cox swallows his dry. “The things we sacrifice.”


    It’s mandatory for anyone on womb duty to take the suppressions. I don’t miss those feelings. Our work is more important. Maybe Cox doesn’t feel the same way.


    I glance over after swallowing mine. She’s reading Doc’s chart.


    That’s ridiculous. She’s staring at it, it all. She looks up and meets my eyes for a split second before looking at the floor again.


    “It’s a chart,” I say, immediately feeling foolish. “It helps us know how to make you feel better.”


    Cox rolls his eyes. “Like it understood any of that. Anyone else available for the third? I’d like a nap.”


    “Your shift’s almost up,” Doc says. “You can wait.”


    “Come on, you guys really going to attack her if I leave? This is stupid.”


    “Protocol,” I say. If we had followed protocol better on the skimmer, we’d have six instead of one.


    Evidently Cox is thinking the same thing. With a frustrated sigh he sits in a chair against the wall.


    I’d like to talk to Doc alone, point out the differences I’ve noticed. I don’t want to in front of Cox; we’ve never gotten on very well. However, luck must finally be on my side today. Within a few minutes Cox’s head is tipped back, mouth open as he snores.


    “Doc, if I could have a word?” I whisper, turning my back to her. She hasn’t moved, but I can feel her attention on us.


    “Certainly. What is it?”


    “Have you—do you think there’s anything,” my voice drops even lower, forcing Doc to lean forward to hear me, “different about this one? Strange?”


    He frowns and looks over at her. “Well, she’s small, but appears developed. It’s probably malnutrition.”


    “No, more than that. She seems . . . smart.”


    Doc smiles at me and pats me on the shoulder. “How many have you brought in, Deck?”


    “This is my fifth.”


    “It’s perfectly normal, what you’re doing. Projecting. We all want them to be more than they are, like what they used to be. There was one, three years ago. I thought she was special, got excited, tried to teach her to read.” He chuckles. “I was quickly disabused of that hope. You’re more invested than the rest, don’t think I haven’t noticed. You never call them ‘it.’” He must sense me bristling because he shakes his head. “This isn’t a reprimand. You’ll notice I prefer ‘she’ and ‘her’ as well. They may not be like us, but they’re not animals. No doubt if we were raised in that hellhole Earth we’d be half-savage, too.”


    I nod, comforted and disappointed at the same time. He’s right. I’m seeing things that aren’t there. Things I want to be there. I see accusation in her eyes to mirror my guilt. Our collective guilt. The guilt we must atone for, even if it takes us generations. We will repair what was broken.


    We always give them a few days to acclimate before starting treatments. Once they find out that the food is regular and plentiful, they seem to be content, if still wary. The wariness never really goes away—years later they still flinch at loud noises or unexpected contact.


    I don’t know any of the post-productives. Once viability is lost they’re transferred to an adjacent station, where we try to make them as comfortable as possible. There was an incident there a few years ago, but we’ve improved the testosterone suppression monitoring since then. For the most part the system works.


    It’s hard sometimes, living a life for the future, knowing that your generation will never reap the benefits. It can’t be avoided. We’ve learned our lesson. Far too late, but we learned it.


    She’s different, this small one. I watch through the one-way glass. She’s never been in awe of her small white room, doesn’t handle the sheets as though they’re something foreign or frightening. Once I saw her staring out the port window, tears streaming down her face as she watched Earth rotating slowly beneath us.


    None of the others react that way. They can’t process it, have no way of connecting the brown globe in the middle of blackness to the world we took them from. She understands.


    Doc catches me there. “Deck.” He puts his hand firmly on my shoulder. I look at it; the veins are knotted and raised, liver spots slowly spreading across his pink skin. What would it be like to live to sixty, eighty? How much longer do I have?


    “This is the third time I’ve found you here.” He watches me over the top of his wire-rimmed glasses. “I’m worried you’ve got a fixation. When was the last time we checked your levels?”


    I shake my head. “I’m on schedule, you know that. It’s not—I’m not—she’s different.”


    Doc frowns.


    “Not like that. Haven’t you noticed? She’s not like the other ones. She sees, she understands. The other wombs, they know it, too. They stay away from her during meals and rec. She pretends, avoids eye contact, imitates them, but it’s not real.”


    He looks through the window. She’s sitting on her bed, legs pulled up to her chest, arms wrapped around them. “I’m only going to say this once.” His voice is low, serious. “Your turn is coming up. Don’t do this now. If you show any more targeted interest in her, I’ll have to report it and you’ll be transferred. You’ll lose your spot.”


    His words hit me like a physical blow. My legacy. Some nights I wake in a panicked sweat, filled with dreams that I’ve died before my turn, before I could pass myself on. It’s ridiculous to care so much. It’s not as though I’d have contact, a relationship.


    But I’d know. It would be enough to know.


    “I’m sorry,” I mumble. “You’re right. I won’t come here again.”


    He gives me a wan smile. “I know. You’re a good man. I’m not worried about your motivations. I understand why you’re interested. You’ve got a rare quality.” He pauses. “A rare and precious quality, but a wasted one.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Hope.”


    I’m surprised Doc lets me come to her first exam. I thought he’d request someone else, but I’m grateful for the gesture of trust. I’d hate for Doc to suspect me of anything. I’m on shift with Landry, a young, dark-haired guy, acne finally fading thanks to the suppression treatments. He’s new to womb duty. He was flying the skimmer—his first trip. If we had taken an experienced pilot, if Cox had stayed with me . . . it’s not worth obsessing over. The other wombs are lost to us forever.


    I set up the exam station. We don’t use the restraints anymore. It always set back any trust progress by months. If they show signs of agitation, we give them sedative-laced juice. They always love the juice.


    When everything is ready, we go down the hall to pick her up.


    Landry’s surprised. “Small one, isn’t it?”


    I just nod.


    “Guess I expected it to be bigger, what with attacking you and all. Still, they are the stronger sex. How old?”


    “Don’t know yet. Doc’s doing the preliminary x-rays today. That’ll tell us how far out of puberty she is.”


    “I’ll bet we get five, six viables out of this one.”


    He’s being wildly optimistic. The most any womb has ever produced is three, and we got her early. He’s young, though, one of the last naturals born. His mom outlived all the other women by a few years. His nickname as a child was Miracle.


    Still. He’ll learn.


    We enter our individual codes into the door. I avoid looking at her, let Doc give her simple commands and wait for her to understand what we want. I won’t pay attention to her again, won’t risk my selection.


    In the exam room she sits on the table as directed. She’s trembling, her jaw clenched.


    “I don’t think we should implant more than one fetus,” Doc says, almost as though he’s talking to himself. “She’s so small, multiples would probably be a greater risk than is worth taking. We’ve got time, she should be able to have two or three before—” He stops himself. “Well, we’ll try one to start with. We can begin the hormone treatments today.”


    He shows her that she needs to take off her simple white dress. She just sits there. He tells her again, pantomiming with his own shirt, then pointing to hers. “Take the dress off. Off. It’s okay, no one is going to hurt you. Safe. Help.”


    She still hasn’t moved. Doc motions for me to offer her the juice. I hold it out and she looks at me—right in my eyes—with contempt. Loathing. Then one side of her mouth twitches into a bitter smile. I stand there with the juice extended, dumbfounded.


    Without a sound she pulls her dress off and lies down, still covered by basic underclothes. Doc lifts her undershirt a few inches and puts his hands on her stomach, pressing gently to assess her organs. Her gaze makes me feel dirty, cruel, stupid. I’m relieved when she looks away and distract myself by focusing on Doc.


    He pauses, then leans in, narrowing his eyes. “Are these?” He straightens, the blood rushing out of his face as he mutters unintelligibly to himself. “Look at this.” He waves me closer and points.


    Two tiny scars mar her skin, three inches out from her belly button on either side. They are perfect, symmetrical. Surgical.


    Doc swears softly. He backs up a step and looks at her, his face a mixture of horror and wonder. “Who did this?” he whispers.


    “Who did what? What’s wrong with it?” Landry steps in closer, confused.


    “She’s—she’s been operated on before.” Doc hasn’t taken his eyes off of her face. She’s looking at the wall, her expression inscrutable. “Who did this to you? Have you—where did you—” He takes a deep breath, speaks slowly. “Can you tell me what happened?”


    She rolls her eyes. “I thought you of all people would recognize the scars of a woman who’s been harvested.”


    Doc reels, stumbling backwards as though he’s been hit. He clutches at his chest and leans heavily against the wall. “I—you—”


    She sighs and sits up, pulling her dress back over her head. Landry’s eyes are wide; the way he stares, you’d think she sprouted wings.


    I’m oddly unaffected by this revelation. I’ve known she was different from the start. In a way, I’m more grateful than anything else. I feel justified in losing the others, falling for her attack. This is no mere survivor.


    This is a miracle.


    Cox runs in. Landry must have pushed the call button on his com. “What’s wrong?” Cox takes in the room, then frowns. “I thought someone was attacking it. Why’d you call?”


    “Ah, Cox.” She smirks at him. “What an appropriate name. That’s the term we use for your whole pathetic group.”


    He steps back, shocked, speechless.


    “Who’s we?” I ask.


    She turns to me and raises an eyebrow. How could anyone have looked at her and not seen the intelligence there?


    Doc’s face is a strange shade of red. He dabs ineffectually at the sweat with a white handkerchief. “This isn’t—there can’t be. The ones that survived, stayed behind, there wasn’t enough food, or water, and they’re— It’s been generations, with the shortened lifespans. They’re savages, all of them.”


    “Savages, certainly. What brutes, choosing to stay loyal to the earth you men,” she spits the word as though it’s poison, “destroyed and abandoned. How dare they. And of course it makes perfect sense that, rather than try to help them, you simply snatch the ones you can find to carry on your precious genes. Mustn’t let those gems die out.”


    “How many of you are there?” I ask.


    She fixes her black eyes on me. “Enough. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like a ride back to my planet.”


    It’s silent as we stare at this wonder before us. After the end, when only packs of desperate, wild groups remained, those few who were still educated, still civilized made it up here to the stations. But it was already too late for the women. Their systems were so much more susceptible to the poisons we’d unleashed for the last century. The last survivor had died fifteen years ago. Fifteen years since any of us had heard a woman speak in more than grunts and basic words.


    “Where are your people? Your group?” Doc finds his voice again. “If we could—”


    “If you could kidnap and ravage all of them you could make even more babies to feed your greed?”


    He shakes his head. “No, no, we don’t—we never hurt them. It’s for the future. We can’t let humanity die out.”


    She laughs, a hard, bitter sound. She’s too young to sound like this. “You’re all descendants of the politicrats, the destroyers of life. You can’t claim humanity, not in any form.”


    “Are you going to tell us where they are?” Cox cuts in, his voice hard. I don’t like the set to his jaw.


    “No, you stupid cocks, I’m not.”


    “Fine. Doc, get on with it. So the womb can talk, who cares? We’ve got work to do.”


    I shake my head, open my mouth to talk but she laughs again before I can. “Oh, please, go right ahead. Try and plant your precious seed in me. Good luck with that.”


    “What are you talking about?” Cox growls.


    “Do you really think I’d have been outside if I had any potential?”


    “Why were you outside?” I ask softly.


    “Someone’s got to help the other tribes.” She glares at all of us. “You know—feeding them, instead of stealing their girls.”


    “What did you mean by potential?” Cox steps forward.


    Her mouth twists into a cruel smile. “I don’t have any eggs left.”


    Cox swears, then looks at Doc. “It’s okay—we’ve got others, right? Frozen?”


    Doc nods, still dazed. She laughs again.


    “Shut up,” Cox says, moving even closer.


    “Sorry. Go ahead, put your little frozen babies in me. You’d do just as well to dump them down the sink. Ever heard of endometriosis?”


    “Oh,” Doc says softly.


    “What is that?” Landry asks.


    “It’s . . . the lining of the uterus. It leaks out, scarring everything. It’s too damaged for her to conceive.”


    “Lucky me, I didn’t even have to wait for the cancers to kick in.”


    “Can you fix it?” Cox demands.


    Doc pulls off his glasses, polishes them, puts them back on. Pulls them off again, polishes them, puts them back on. “Maybe? It’s not an easy thing. And it depends on how serious it is.”


    “Get started then.”


    I frown. Cox isn’t in charge. “Don’t you think there are more important things to focus on right now? Where she came from, how we can help each other?”


    “Look, Deck, I don’t care if it speaks Latin and shoots lasers out of its eyes. A womb’s a womb, and that’s the only priority right now. We’ll find out what we need to later.”


    “I’m calling a council.”


    “You do that. In the meantime, Doc, fix her.” He strides out of the room. Landry sits down in a chair. Doc doesn’t move.


    “Do you have a name?” I ask.


    She sighs. “We should have gotten rid of all of you a long time ago.”


    “I’m just, uh, we’re going to give you something, to, uh . . .” Doc’s hands tremble as he gets the injections ready. I’ve never seen him like this. He’s always calm, confident, his manner soothing. But this girl lying on the table has unnerved him. I wonder how he’ll perform surgery on her.


    Everyone’s jittery after yesterday. The council had a hurried meeting and it was finally decided that we need to find out who she is and where she comes from. I wanted to talk with her, but Cox persuaded everyone that she was too hostile. We’re going to drug her.


    It’s wrong.


    At least I managed to convince the council that it should just be me, Doc, and Landry here. Cox would do more damage than good.


    She hits me with that piercing gaze. “Going to try and fix me today?”


    “No. We’re drugging you so you’ll tell us about yourself. I’m sorry.”


    Her eyes go wide with surprise. “Really?”


    I nod. “Unless you’ll just talk with me. I’d prefer that.” There’s a pause, and hope rises in my chest. We won’t have to force her.


    She sighs, looks down at the table. “I’ve been on my own six months. When I couldn’t get pregnant they kicked me out to save food for the breeders and the viables.”


    Her tone is sincere, but it doesn’t add up. Even if she was with a group that somehow spoke this well, that knew about us, no young girl could last long out in the waste. The storms are too frequent, too harsh. Then there’s the exposure. The only remaining clans all live in areas that are more sheltered. We used to try and pick up wombs there, but several men were attacked and killed, so we risk finding strays in the waste. Even irregular trips there cut a lifespan by years, decades.


    That’s the sacrifice those of us who go down make. Our reward is a child. A single child, biologically ours, that we will never know.


    I nod. “And where did you learn to read?”


    Fear and shock flash across her face. That confirms it. This is no clan girl, no miracle of survival. There’s something more.


    “Are you going to tell me the truth?” I ask, my voice soft. I hate this. But we need to know.


    She bares her teeth, all steel and determination.


    Doc injects her. After a few minutes the constant tension in her face and body melt away.


    “How do you feel?” Doc asks tentatively.


    Her eyes close and she turns onto her side, curling up. “It’s cold up here,” she whispers.


    “What’s your name?” I ask.


    “Elizabeth. Sissy.”


    “Sissy?”


    She sniffles.


    “Are you crying?”


    She turns her head into the pillow. “Leave me alone.”


    “What’s wrong?”


    “I’m scared.”


    I swallow hard, hating myself for what I’m about to do. “Would you like to go home?”


    “Yes.” It comes out as a sob.


    “If you tell me about your home, I’ll take you there.”


    “Really?” She turns her head and looks up at me, her eyes filled with tears, completely sincere.


    I am a terrible person. “Yes.”


    “Okay.” She closes her eyes and is quiet. I think she’s fallen asleep until she mumbles, “What do you want to know?”


    “Where is it?”


    “In the waste.”


    “In the waste?”


    She nods. “Under the waste.”


    Underground. Of course. But how? Had they found an old shelter?


    “How many of you are there? Are they all like you?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Haven’t you met them all?” Clans are typically small. There’s not enough food and water to support big groups.


    “No. Just the ones in my,” she yawns, “unit. The worthless ones.”


    “Why are you worthless?”


    “Can’t have babies.” She sniffles again. “And we aren’t scientists. No use for us.”


    They have scientists? Doctors I’d expected, because of the surgery scars. Maybe she doesn’t mean scientists.


    “What do you do there?”


    “Just help. Mostly with the farming. Sometimes I take food to the tribes. That’s when you found me.” Her face crumbles, and she cries again. “I’m not supposed to. It’s against the rules, and it got those poor women caught, too.”


    That explains how we found so many in one run. They must have been meeting her. “How does your group survive?”


    She looks up at me and glares. “Oh, you cocks think you’re so smart, you’re the only ones who planned ahead with your fancy space stations. Others were planning and building and preparing, too. We’ve been down there longer than you’ve been up here.”


    “What about men? How many breeders do you keep?”


    “You’re the first man I’ve ever seen.” She pauses. “I thought your nose would be bigger.”


    Landry laughs, surprising all of us. “Sorry. I just—this is weird.”


    “Sissy,” I say. She turns away from Landry. “If you don’t have any men, how do they make babies?”


    Her lip curls in a pout. “I don’t want to talk about the babies. They don’t let me see them.”


    “How do they do it though?”


    “Two eggs, smash them together, boom, another girl.”


    Doc’s whisper is full of awe. “They’re cloning.”


    “What does that mean?” Landry asks.


    Doc sits. “No men. At all. They’ve figured out how to do away with us entirely.”


    “You just want our girls.” Sissy watches me, sad and reproachful.


    I want to deny it. I can’t.


    Landry’s interest is piqued. “Where do we find your home?”


    She lays her head back and closes her eyes. “If I can’t see the babies, I won’t let you, either.”


    And then she sleeps.


    She still hasn’t told us where to find her group. Cox thinks we should be more “persuasive,” as he puts it.


    I think people like Cox are the reason we’re floating up here in the first place.


    Doc is getting everything ready for the surgery. Sissy doesn’t seem to care; she’s endured all the needles and tests and hormone treatments without reaction. Since the drugging she hasn’t spoken. I wish she’d talk to me. I think we’d understand each other.


    “I’m going to go in with these cameras.” He gestures to the equipment set up on a table nearby. “See what’s happening in, uh, in there. And then I’ll try to fix it.”


    She gives us all a dead-eyed stare until the gas kicks in and she’s asleep.


    Cox leans back in his chair, trying to look bored, but I can see the lines of tension in his face and body. He doesn’t want to be in here, doesn’t want to see Doc exploring her battered organs. I’d rather not see it either, but the rules force three men to be present for any examination, and I don’t want Cox anywhere near her when I’m not.


    Doc’s equipment is nearly all robotic; he’s just the eyes. Still, he sweats so much that I worry. He struggles to breathe, guiding the surgery with small motions, sometimes muttering to himself.


    After what feels like an eternity, the door slides open. Landry’s here to relieve Cox. I keep my eyes on Doc’s hands and am surprised to feel Cox’s breath on my ear.


    “She isn’t yours. You can’t keep her.” His whispers are nearly inaudible, but the venom beneath them pierces me straight through.


    I don’t look up as he walks away.


    With his words I realize what I want. My desperation for a legacy was never about the idea of a child carrying my genes on into a hopeful future. It was about having something, something that was special and mine.


    There’s one thing that living in space drills into my head. It seeps into my cold bones, reaffirmed every time I look out the portholes into the endless black.


    I am alone.


    This woman, this girl, this tiny, broken, beautiful thing on the table—I’d take her in place of a child, in place of that future. A companion for whatever present is left to us.


    Doc draws a shuddering breath and wipes the sweat from his brow with a trembling hand. He’s finished. He turns off the gas, removes her mask, pushes the instruments away from her.


    “How did it go?” I ask.


    He shakes his head, stumbling as he backs up. “I think it—she should be able to—sit, I need to sit.”


    His skin is a clammy gray. “Drink some water.” I fill a glass and hand it to him. It hits me again just how old he is. I’m worried.


    He’s spilled half the water on himself when his eyes roll back in his head and he slumps off the chair and to the ground.


    I wave toward Landry. “Heart attack! Go get help!” He nods dumbly and rushes out.


    “Doc? Doc?” I shift him, trying to get him comfortable on the floor, feeling for a heartbeat. It’s weak, fluttering. “Doc, listen, you’re going to be fine, we’re getting you some—”


    I freeze at the sharp point pressed against my neck. “Don’t move,” she says, her voice hoarse from the gas. In the confusion over Doc we didn’t put away the instruments, didn’t lock them up. My eyes flick down. She has a scalpel. Of course she’d take advantage of the situation.


    “Take me to the control room.”


    I stand, slowly, my arms extended. “You can’t get back to Earth from—”


    She jabs the scalpel and blood tickles my collarbone. “Do it.”


    We walk out of the room together. Her arm is nearly straight up, straining to keep the blade on my neck. Her other hand is flat against my back. She must be in incredible pain; I wonder how much the pressure on my back is to keep me moving and how much is to keep herself standing.


    Why didn’t she demand I take her to the skimmers? My shoulders slump as I realize that she doesn’t want to go back. She said it herself—they should have killed us a long time ago. She can only want the control room for one reason.


    I could hurt her. It wouldn’t be hard. Slam her against the wall, throw her down before she gets a chance to cut me. But I don’t want to.


    And then I know what to do. I take her down the side hallways, desperately hoping that we don’t run into anyone. The path is a familiar one for me. I pause in front of the windows. She pushes, increasing the pressure of the blade, and then I feel her stiffen behind me. She’s seen.


    Her hands drop. The scalpel clatters to the floor. She stands so close to the glass that it fogs under her breath. I turn with her and we look, together.


    The children.


    Surrounded by brightly colored toys, they laugh and play, running wildly, or sitting, reading books with one of the lucky caregivers. They are the most beautiful things in the universe.


    She gasps. “Boys—you have—there are boys, too.”


    I nod.


    “But why? What good are that many boys for breeding?”


    “They aren’t for breeding.” I watch, my heart swelling and breaking, as it does every time I visit. “We’re not protecting our future. We’re making sure they have a normal one.”


    She leans her forehead against the window, tears streaming down her face. A small boy with a mop of curly, dark hair, throws a ball against the window and cackles with glee.


    She lets out a shuddering sob, smiles at him, waves. He can’t see her, but it doesn’t matter. “He’s beautiful,” she whispers.


    We watch there, together, for a long time. She’s shivering in her flimsy surgical gown, one arm cradling her stomach, but I know she doesn’t want to leave. I don’t either.


    “Can I—could I stay here? With them?”


    “No.” I wish she could. I wish we both could, but they’d never let her. She wipes under her eyes, nodding. I put my hand on her shoulder and she doesn’t flinch away from my touch. “Would you like to go home?”


    She looks up at me, surprised. “Won’t you get in trouble?”


    I smile, tentative. “Not if I stayed with you.”


    She frowns. I regret saying it. Of course she wouldn’t want me to stay with her. And even if she did, we’d have nowhere to go. Her community would never accept me. Maybe they wouldn’t even let her back, after what she did to get caught.


    She turns back to the window, putting her hand up on the glass, soaking in the life, the glorious promise in front of us. Then she reaches out and takes my hand in hers, and we shiver together.


    “I know a place,” she whispers.
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    Because of two parents who were Greek myth geeks, Brodi grew up thinking the latest fashion trends were inspired by Aphrodite, and a good conversational opener was, “So, which mythological character do you most resemble?” It’s fitting that she spends most days alone at her computer. She is the author of the Everneath trilogy, and an upcoming YA contemporary romance. She lives in Utah with her family.

  


  
    This project is one that is dear to my brain. I say brain, because mental illness has affected me to different degrees throughout my entire life. After I had my first son, I thought my life was over. I’d heard so many stories of the “joys of parenthood,” but when I finally became a parent, I was convinced that all parents who had expressed joy in parenting were liars. Furthermore, they were part of a giant Conspiracy of Misery, whose sole purpose was to convince other unsuspecting folk to have children, so they wouldn’t be alone in their misery. I remember the day I told my family I was feeling better, because I was now up to 20% “Brodi” and only 80% “Nothing.” Thank goodness for friends and family who told me I needed help. I went to a doctor and was diagnosed with . . . yep. You guessed it. Chicken pox. Ha ha. That was a postpartum depression joke. Which is not a laughing matter. This just got awkward.


    I got help. But it’s something I still battle every day. I’d like to dedicate this three-chapter excerpt to those of us in the fight, those of us treading the water, and those of us drowning.
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    17-year-old Lane Maddux has just become an unwilling alien hunter, and to save her small town she might have to kill the boy she loves.


    All high school reporter Lane Maddux wants to do is graduate high school without being institutionalized again. But when a national crime wave turns out to be an otherworldly declaration of war, Lane must rely on extraterrestrial skills she never knew she had, and a mysterious guardian she never thought she needed. With the Chief of Police tailgating her every move, the new boy in school playing hacky sack with her heart, and her dreaded stint as a weathergirl turning into an on-air yukkfest, Lane predicts some serious glitches on the road to fighting evil.


    When love is on the line, Lane finds herself at a critical junction, caught between what she wants to do, and what she was born to do.


    It’s hard to explain how I ended up hunting aliens at just seventeen years old. It’s even harder to believe. But if I were able to share my secret with someone—anyone—I would have to say, it all started with a ghost, who turned out not to be a ghost . . .
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    Chapter One


    I tried not to close my eyes. Ever.


    Anything longer than a blink would bring up images of the man in black. My hallucination. I hated the reminder of my insanity. It made me feel . . . well . . . crazy. I didn’t want to go back to Lewell Institution, and I couldn’t take any more intensive therapy.


    There couldn’t be a next time. I wouldn’t survive a next time.


    I had one more chance to finish high school and get out of Blackfoot, Idaho, and it all started with this newscast. The first newscast of the rest of my sane life. If I could get through the show unscathed, it would mean I could integrate with the normal and lucid students of Blackfoot High. It would mean I was safe from the cell with the white padded walls.


    I stared at the program’s rundown on my computer screen line by line, checking for flow, my jaw clenched in anticipation as the final minutes before opening credits dwindled.


    “Maddux! Breaking news!” Mr. Miller’s booming voice called from across the newsroom. “You want to hang with the big boys, this is how you do it.”


    I rolled my eyes. Mr. Miller—the newsroom teacher—loved to call us by our last names, like we were all part of a football team instead of a high school news program.


    “A flood in the third floor girls’ room. Make it our top story,” he bellowed from his position at the assignment desk. He held his cell phone to his ear with one hand, and made desperate gestures at me with the other.


    “We have real news . . . somewhere in the world,” I replied. “Do you really think we should lead off with our school’s plumbing issues?”


    He shot me an exasperated look, made a shooing gesture, and snapped his fingers. The poor man had the heartburn of a big city news director. But in this high school newsroom in Blackfoot, Idaho, he seemed too big for his surroundings.


    “Right. Top of the newscast,” I said. “Got it, Chief.”


    I checked the time. Crap. Three minutes to air, and I already had a full show. Something would have to be cut.


    Taking a deep breath, I reassembled my frayed nerves and barked orders to my Associate Producer, Anna Briggs, the bubbly new transfer student.


    “Anna, get it on the prompters, and find me thirty seconds. Scratch the dog-nursing-the-cat story. Jake, get me a breaking news graphic.” I glanced sideways at Mr. Miller. “Something that screams ‘Terror in the Toilet.’ Adam, stay on the scanners and let me know of any deaths or injuries in the bathroom. Two minutes, guys.”


    “Very funny, Lane,” Mr. Miller said. “Nice to know you still take this job seriously.”


    We both knew I took my job seriously. Probably too seriously. This elite high school journalism program was my ticket out of here to a fresh start where nobody knew my history, and other people weren’t afraid to talk to me.


    Blackfoot High was considered a prep school, almost a feeder school, to the top journalism colleges. Our cable access show routinely beat the Idaho Falls affiliates in the ratings. We were the only news show that mattered in our little town.


    Teenagers from all over the state—and even from across the country—came to this hell hole just to attend high school here, and add it to their resumes for college.


    I was fortunate my grandmother’s house was within school boundaries. Despite my history, they couldn’t keep me out. At least, not legally.


    I sprinted to the control room, threw on my headphones and studied the rows of monitors in front of me, all focused on different angles of the studio. Amy Carponelli and Robby Richards sat at the anchor desk reviewing their scripts one last time.


    Amy and I used to be friends. But that was before my visit from the man in black. Since I had become known as the town crazy, she, along with many others—okay, most of the school—had renounced my existence.


    But for today, Mr. Miller had made me the show’s producer. It was a test, I was sure. If I had a breakdown from the pressure, at least I wouldn’t be on-air when it happened. That would be embarrassing.


    The countdown clock advanced relentlessly. Sixty seconds to air. Directly in front of me a bank of buttons provided a connection to the anchors’ IFB earpieces. IFB stood for Interruptible Feedback, but nobody ever remembered. They made it possible for one-way communication from the producer or director to the on-air talent. I pushed the button that connected me to Robby.


    “Robby. Flood in the girl’s bathroom on the third floor. Get ready to adlib—I’ll tell you the facts when we hit air.” I studied his face on the monitor in front of me, but his eyes remained on his script as he scribbled notes.


    Sheesh, I wasn’t expecting him to weave me a friendship bracelet, but was eye contact too much to hope for?


    I watched the screen as Amy leaned over to Robby.


    “Knowing Lane, she’s probably hallucinating the flood,” Amy said with a grin.


    Robby chuckled in response.


    I pressed both of their IFB buttons. “Your mics are live, you know. I can hear you. Thirty seconds to air.”


    Amy looked straight into the camera so it appeared she was glaring directly at me through the monitor. She knew the mics were live. Message received: we were no longer friends. This was going to be a long year.


    With fifteen seconds to air, Anna rushed into the control room and slid into the chair next to me.


    “Chyron’s set, and you have your thirty seconds.”


    “Thanks, Anna. Could you please run the prompter?”


    “Sure.”


    The director, Jason Wright, began the countdown. “In five, four, three, two, Camera three, take. Cue music. Standby graphics.”


    The newscast ended and nobody threw any rotten fruit my way. I was so close to successfully finishing my first week back unnoticed.


    As I cleared my desk, Anna waved to get my attention from across the newsroom. She gave me an exaggerated thumbs-up. The poor girl had transferred to Blackfoot High too late to witness my downward spiral. I didn’t have the heart to tell her she was making friends with the wrong sort of crowd, which consisted of myself and the Schaeffer kid, who went around collecting strands of hair in the hallways and placing them into plastic bags. I really hoped he wanted to be a Crime Scene Investigator. If not, he had worse problems than I did.


    Who was I kidding? The Schaeffer kid was probably saying the same thing about me.


    The single person who had remained loyal to me since my return was Sam Baker, my oldest and closest friend. He was probably the only student in the entire school whose popularity was so astronomical it could survive even his association with me.


    One old friend. One new friend. The fact that Anna was still speaking to me was a sure sign she hadn’t heard the rumors. Yet.


    “Hey, Anna.” I said. “Thanks for your help today. You headed home?”


    “Nope. I’ve got a date!” she said. “But I’ll talk to you later.”


    Despite being spankin’ new, her social calendar made me look like a nun. Well, actually, that wasn’t hard. Mother Theresa’s could do the same.


    Before Anna made it out the door, however, a fuming Amy Carponelli stormed out of the studio, her scripts crinkled in her tense fist.


    “Who was the idiot on the prompter?”


    The entire newsroom froze, and a few sets of eyes glanced at Anna.


    Hesitantly, Anna raised her hand. Amy glowered at her.


    “You. New girl. Do I look like I just won the national speed-reading title?”


    Anna’s cheeks burnt deep scarlet and she slowly shook her head back and forth.


    “Hey, Amy,” I called out. Amy turned toward me with a stunned expression, as if I had some nerve to address her publicly. I took a quick breath, knowing my next words would blow my already slim chances for reintegration into Amy’s circle. “If you have a problem with a newscast I produced, you can bring it up with me or Mr. Miller.”


    Amy narrowed her eyes and stalked off, muttering something I couldn’t hear.


    Anna looked at me and mouthed the word ‘thanks.’ I shrugged. Alienation gave me a certain sense of freedom.


    I gathered my things and ducked out of the newsroom, but just as I emptied my locker, a voice rang out above the chatter of students and the clanging of metal.


    “Lane! Maddux! Good, you’re still here.”


    I turned to see Mr. Miller weaving through the crowded hallway. He reached me, slightly out of breath, and placed a hand on my shoulder.


    “Dr. Kovic is waiting for you in Mrs. Doutré’s office.”


    I drew in a sharp breath. I thought all that was behind me now. “What for?”


    “I believe it’s sort of a transition meeting. You didn’t think you’d get out of school counseling sessions, did you?”


    As my advisor, Mr. Miller was in charge of my on-campus counseling schedule.


    “I kinda assumed I’d filled my quota for life. Can’t she just read my file? Or interview Kovic?”


    He shook his head.


    I hadn’t realized I was unconsciously backing away from Mr. Miller until two strong hands grabbed my shoulders from behind. Already in defense mode, I clenched my school bag and swung it around.


    “Whoa, Laney, weapons down.” Sam Baker stood behind me with arms up in surrender and a wide grin on his face. “If you kill me, you’ll be out of friends.”


    Backing into Sam was similar to backing into a concrete slab. He had the sort of build that high school coaches centered their teams around.


    Sam glanced at Mr. Miller and then back at me with a questioning expression in his big blue eyes.


    “Ah, Mr. Baker,” Mr. Miller said. “Perhaps you could . . . enlighten Lane as to the benefits of attending school counseling?” He gave Sam a meaningful look.


    Sam nodded. “Right. Lane,” Sam said, looking at me and resting his hands on my shoulders. “What Mr. Miller is so delicately trying to say is, talk to Mrs. Doutré or end up in a cell with padded walls. Right, Mr. Miller?”


    Mr. Miller looked shocked but I just rolled my eyes. Sam leaned over and whispered in my ear. “And if that happens, you’ll miss my graduation, and I will never forgive you.”


    I leaned my head back against my locker. “Sam, I’m thinking of joining the army.”


    “You’re too young,” he teased.


    “How ’bout the circus?”


    He shrugged. “You have no talents.”


    I laughed.


    Mr. Miller watched the exchange as if it were a foreign film without the subtitles. Sam and I had always spoken our own language. At least that much hadn’t changed in my absence. He was the only surviving piece of the life I had before.


    “May I escort you to the guillotine, my lady?” Sam held out his elbow for me to take.


    I ducked under his arm and backed away slowly. “You would have me risk accusations of besmirching the beloved captain of the basketball team?”


    “It’s football season,” he corrected.


    “Whatever. I can find Mrs. Doutré’s office by myself, thanks.” I turned around and started off toward the school counselor’s office.


    I hadn’t taken five steps before Sam’s voice called out, bouncing loudly off the sterile concrete walls.


    “It’ll be easy, Laney. Whenever someone asks if you see dead people, just say no!”


    My cheeks flamed and I turned around to deliver a nasty look. Seth Marcel, a junior on the football team standing next to Sam, burst out laughing. Sam’s smile instantly disintegrated and he shoved Seth into the row of metal lockers behind him. Seth’s eyes went wide, and he scrambled to his feet and away down the hall.


    Sam turned back to me, grinned, and waved casually as if nothing had happened. I could feel the eyes of every student in the hallway boring into me, as if it were my fault Seth got smashed. I lowered my head and darted around the last corner leading to the office.


    Chapter Two


    Mrs. Doutré and Dr. Kovic were waiting for me when I entered the office.


    I had no qualms with Dr. Kovic. During my months of intensive therapy, he was my daily contact. But I was out of the institution. He didn’t belong at my high school.


    “Hi Lane,” Dr. Kovic said. “You seem to be adjusting quite well. Have you met Mrs. Doutré?”


    I shook my head. Mrs. Doutré gave a cold smile from across the table.


    “She’s the new school counselor and she’ll be taking over where I left off.”


    “Great.” A tenacious counselor in a small town, and I was the curiosity of the year. Just what I needed.


    Dr. Kovic glanced at the silver watch on his left wrist. “Well, now that I’ve officially handed her over, I have to run.”


    “There are other lunatics you have to attend to besides me?” I said.


    He chuckled. “I’m going to miss that sense of humor. You’re in good hands here, Lane. I’ll still get updates on your progress, but for now, I hope I don’t see you again.”


    When he left, I glanced pointedly at my own watch. “Well, now that he’s officially handed me over, it was nice to meet you, Mrs. Doutré.”


    “Don’t even try it, Miss Maddux. I know all about you, from many sources. We have twenty minutes, weekly. And we’ll make those minutes count.” She pressed a button on a digital timer.


    I leaned back in my chair as she opened the folder on her desk and placed her reading glasses on the end of her nose. She pulled a yellow notepad out of the desk drawer and straightened the lapels on her bland gray suit.


    “So Miss Maddux, do you still see him?”


    Wow. We were diving right in.


    “Who?” I asked, though, of course, I knew who she meant. After all, it was my hallucination of the man in black that sent me to Dr. Kovic in the first place.


    She pressed the digital timer again, and the time stopped. “It’s your own time you’re wasting. Not mine.” She paused and removed her glasses for emphasis. “You know who.” She started the time again.


    “No. As in, no I don’t see him.” And that was the truth. I hadn’t seen him since he first appeared three months ago. Except in my dreams. Nightly. But why bother Mrs. Doutré with specifics? Weird dreams don’t make a person crazy.


    “Do you hear anything?” she asked.


    “Like what?”


    She didn’t bother with a response this time. She just waited, lowering her glasses even further away from her face, her finger inching toward the timer.


    “I’ll assume you mean things like voices from the great beyond, in which case, no.”


    She turned a page in my file. “Let’s see. You were hospitalized at Lewell for a week just after your grandmother died, and since then you’ve been seeing Dr. Kovic.”


    She raised her head and looked at me, waiting.


    “Was that a question?” I said.


    “You were under suicide watch. Do you want to talk about it?”


    “No.”


    She bent her head down and scribbled a few notes. I couldn’t imagine what she could possibly be writing. I had said all of about five words. I leaned a little closer, peeking over the edge of her notebook and reading the top line.


    “Am I being difficult?”


    She ignored me. “Who are you living with now?”


    “I’m a ward of the Preece family—they live next door to my grandmother’s house.” I skipped over the details about how the Preeces usually let me stay in Yaya’s house. Mrs. Doutre didn’t need that piece of information.


    “I’m concerned about your solitude under their care. I had lunch the other day with the Chief of Police. He brought to my attention your defiant attitude, so a stable home life is of the utmost importance.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Chief Moone is not the best judge of my character.”


    “Why?”


    “He doesn’t exactly like me.”


    She shook her head. “That sounds paranoid. Why, why would you think that?”


    Oh boy. Where should I begin? “Last year, just after he moved here and became the Chief, I sort of called him a pompous windbag . . . on the air.”


    “You did what?”


    “I didn’t know my mic was on.”


    She exhaled. “I’m sure the Chief isn’t one to hold a grudge—”


    “And then I kind of wrote some op-ed pieces,” I interrupted, “which were printed in the paper.” The town later referred to them as my ‘manifestos against authority.’


    “Lane, these are moot points, and they don’t negate your need for watchful care.”


    I bristled at the tone in her voice. She spoke as if I were a toddler instead of seventeen, and I would chew on the power cords without supervision. “The Preeces take good care of me. They’re in charge of Yaya’s estate until I turn eighteen. Then I’ll be on my own.” Officially.


    Mrs. Doutré took a deep breath and rested her chin on her fingertips. “Okay, Lane. Your eighteenth birthday is in . . .” She thumbed through the papers in the thick folder.


    “It’s September eighteenth,” I supplied. Ten long months away.


    She glanced at me, her eyes squinting as she was obviously doing some mental math. “You were born the actual day of The Earthquake?”


    I nodded.


    “In Blackfoot?”


    “Yep.”


    She leaned back in her chair and raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t know any newborns survived that day. Well, aren’t you a little miracle.”


    “I don’t really look at it that way. The Earthquake sent my mom into premature labor and she died just after I was born. I’m more like the grim reaper.”


    Her expression turned grave. She pursed her lips and nodded slightly as if agreeing with something I had said. She leaned forward and folded her hands in her lap.


    “And how has that affected you?” The question oozed with therapy.


    Oh great. If we started down this path, I would never get out of here. I pulled my lips back, exposing my teeth in my best effort at a casual smile.


    “I never knew her, so I never knew anything different. You can’t lose someone you never had, right?”


    “That’s a very healthy attitude, Lane,” she said, adding extra breath to her already breathy voice. That must’ve been something they taught in therapy school. “How long afterward did your father die?”


    “He was killed in a car crash when I was six. I really don’t remember him very well.”


    She inhaled deeply and let an appropriate moment pass before she continued. “Now, onto your social situation—”


    “I have a friend,” I blurted out.


    “Yes, I know. Samuel Baker, right?”


    I nodded. His name must have been in my file. For some reason the existence of friends was of vital importance to therapists. Loners were dangerous. Loners blew up buildings.


    “How about new friends? Friends since your return? After all, you did start a month later than everyone else. And I’m sure most of the students at this school are familiar with your . . . hardships. How have the other students treated you?”


    I didn’t answer. It should have been obvious.


    “Do they talk to you?”


    “Of course.” Absolutely not.


    “What about dating?”


    “All the time.” Never.


    “Who, in particular?”


    “Um . . . He doesn’t live here.”


    “Where does he live?”


    “Canada.” I couldn’t help grinning.


    She took a deep breath and leaned back. “Keep in mind I’ll be watching you closely. I’m not going to let you slip through any cracks. If you don’t start making strides in your social life, I might have to increase our sessions. Do you understand?”


    “I get it. I’ll try,” I said. “So, are we done?”


    “For today.”


    I stood to leave, but before I reached the door, she added, “Welcome back to the world, Lane. I can only imagine what these past few months have been like for you. I hope you know you have a friend in me. Dr. Kovic says you have made great strides. I think you’ll find you can pick up your life right where you left off.”


    I turned the handle of the door and slipped out. I wanted to ask her if she remembered high school, but at this time, it would have been pointless to contradict her.


    Once in the hallway, I chided myself for my attitude during the session. Like everyone else, she only wanted to cure my insanity.


    Except I wasn’t crazy. The man in black had been a one-time deal, and I was done talking about him.


    Once I had made it home, I locked the front door, closed the drapes and exhaled loudly. It had been three months since Yaya’s death, and her home had become a sanctuary for me. Perhaps that’s why the Preeces allowed me to stay here.


    Mrs. Preece must have been watching for me from her house next door, because she called immediately for her daily check-in.


    “Lane, how was school today?” Her pleasant voice came through the receiver. “Did you make any new friends?”


    I rubbed my forehead. This was going to be a recurring question. “Not today.”


    “What about that new girl, Anna, is it?”


    “She’s still talking to me.”


    “Wonderful. What are your plans for tonight?”


    I wandered into the kitchen as I spoke. “Well, like most normal teenagers on a Friday night, I’ll probably put on a pair of yoga pants and search for some alien-abduction stories.”


    She chuckled into the phone. “Can the boys bring you any dinner?”


    The Preeces had two boys, Josh and Danny. Seven and nine years old. They were almost like little brothers to me.


    “No thanks, Mrs. Preece.” I opened my pantry, eyeing a package of Red Vines. “I have food.”


    “Okay, Lane. Have a good night.”


    “I will. G’night.”


    Mrs. Preece didn’t know I had trouble sleeping. I made it a point not to let anyone know. The problem was I dreamed about the man in black most nights. He had appeared to me the day Yaya died, and since then my subconscious mind couldn’t let him go.


    That night, as usual, I had my nightmare. I dreamed I was taking care of Yaya on the last day of her life. She could no longer fight the stroke that had left her in a coma. I knew she was fading.


    And then she left me.


    Grief engulfed me, and I climbed my way onto her bed, squeezing myself between the narrow railing and her still warm body. I curled up and waited for tears that didn’t come.


    Suddenly, I heard a soft voice behind me.


    “She’s gone.”


    My throat tightened as I became aware for the first time of a presence in the room. A man dressed all in black stood in the corner, a silent witness.


    Despite the light in the room, the man was covered in a deep shadow.


    I turned away, and curled back up on the bed. My brain had snapped.


    “I’ve been watching you,” he said. “You’re not alone.”


    “Who are you?” I whispered, still not looking at him.


    “Lane, the walls of destruction are thin. The humans are under attack, and if you do nothing, many will die,” he said calmly. “Close your eyes. Find that you know me. Time is running out.”


    Chapter Three


    I jerked awake and found myself staring at my bedroom wall. I took a quick mental inventory, a habit Dr. Kovic had suggested. As I ran through the checklist, I ticked off my fingers.


    It’s three a.m. It’s Saturday morning. I’m in my own bedroom. It was just a dream. Just the dream again.


    Strangely, the man in black always seemed most real in the brief moments between deep sleep and full consciousness, those mere seconds when the dream images became hazy, and my actual surroundings took shape.


    His face, in particular, lingered just long enough to make me question whether or not I was alone, even though I knew I was awake. That face had become so familiar. Although he scared me, his weathered face was strangely comforting with large green eyes, a strong jaw, and dark features. Tiny scars dotted his skin and gave him a battle-weary look.


    At these intermediary moments, I couldn’t resolutely deny his existence. Therefore, I couldn’t resolutely deny my own insanity.


    And that’s why I never talked about my dreams.


    I had learned a painful lesson about divulging too many details three months ago. In my first meeting with Dr. Kovic, I told him the man in black had appeared and warned me we were all going to die. And then, in a moment of frustration coupled with a grieving heart, I admitted it would be just as well, because if I died, I’d be with Yaya again.


    So I couldn’t really fault him for sending me to Lewell Institution for a week. Especially after Chief Moone convinced most of the city I was a danger to myself and others. He claimed the “pompous windbag” incident had nothing to do with his actions.


    I blamed Chief Moone for his overzealousness, and said as much in a series of letters I wrote and sent to the local paper. The ‘manifestos against authority’ denounced Chief Moone as a meddling ‘Old West Sheriff’ suffering from an intense case of small-man syndrome.


    At the time I wrote them, the letters seemed therapeutic and harmless. Of course looking back, I could see how they came off sounding a bit rash with a side of crazy.


    But telling the truth had gotten me nowhere. Since then, I had become quite a proficient liar.


    I glanced at the clock in my bedroom again. Three fifteen. I turned over and pulled the covers over my head, knowing sleep would be impossible.


    The next evening, Saturday night, I was narrowing in on a thrilling story about school zone speeding when my phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number.


    “Hello?” I said.


    “Lane. It’s Anna.”


    “Who?”


    “Anna. From school.”


    “Oh. Who are you trying to reach?”


    There was a pause. “That would be you, Lane.”


    “Oh. Well, you got me. What can I do for you?”


    “Truthfully, Lane, I need a favor. I get the feeling you don’t like to go out . . .” Her voice turned pleading, which made me instantly wary.


    “What’s the favor?”


    “Joe Jefferies set me up with his friend Matt, and I was supposed to bring a friend for Joe, but Emily from Biology cancelled at the last minute, so now Joe doesn’t have anyone, and he’s threatening not to go, even though I told him it would be fun with just three of us. And I really want Joe to be there—he’s so funny! We’re just going out to dinner. You’re the only other girl I know.” She took a quick breath. “So please just come meet us. You have to eat, right?”


    She obviously still didn’t realize I was the school pariah. And a blind date ranked just above washing my dishes with my own spit on my list of things to do on a Saturday night.


    “I don’t know, Anna.” I paused as a thought occurred to me. “Wait, did Mrs. Doutré put you up to this?”


    “Who’s Mrs. Doutré?” She seemed genuinely confused.


    “Um, never mind.”


    “Hang on, are you hesitating because you’re dating that Sam Baker guy?”


    “What? No. Sam’s just a friend—my best friend. Besides, he has a girlfriend.”


    “Who?”


    “Um . . . I think this week it’s Darla.”


    “Darla Montenegro? She’s gorgeous.”


    “Yeah, she is.”


    “So why aren’t you dating Sam? I see you guys together all the time.”


    I sighed. “He’s like a brother to me. We practically grew up together.”


    “Hmm,” she said as if she wasn’t buying something I was trying to sell her. “So, if you’re not dating Sam, will you come tonight? You’re my only option. I know Joe will be thrilled.”


    “Yeah, I’m pretty sure he won’t.”


    “Why not?”


    I wasn’t prepared to delve into the origins of the school’s collective fear and loathing of Lane Maddux. I hadn’t figured out a succinct way to explain my hallucination without sounding a touch insane.


    At this point, it seemed almost easier to give in to the date. Besides, a date night should be a great topic of conversation for my next session with Mrs. Doutré, and once Anna discovered the truth about me, I might not have another chance.


    “You know what, Anna? I will go tonight,” I said. “Do I have at least fifteen minutes to make myself presentable?”


    “Yea!” she squealed.


    I hung the phone up and tried to ignore the knots in my stomach.


    Fifteen minutes later, I stood in front of my bedroom mirror. I hadn’t dated that much before Lewell, so I wasn’t sure of appropriate date attire. But jeans and a black long-sleeve tee were always safe, right?


    To dress it up, I added black pumps, which made me slightly taller, but still shorter than most people my age. My blond hair fell just past my shoulders in the same style I had worn since the toddler years.


    I momentarily considered stuffing my bra, but why fight what nature intended?


    I shrugged at my mirror self.


    We were meeting Joe and Matt at the new Mongolian restaurant in town. The ‘Fry-for-All.’ I insisted on driving. With my reputation, a quick escape route was always necessary.


    When we entered the crowded waiting room, the smell of ginger mixed with garlic brought tears to my eyes. We scanned the restaurant and spotted Matt and Joe at a table waiting for us.


    Joe beamed at Anna, but then his face fell as he met my gaze. Oh, great.


    “Did you happen to mention that I was his date?” I whispered to Anna as we weaved our way toward the table.


    “I didn’t name names. It was supposed to be a surprise. Why?”


    “No reason,” I grumbled. Surprise, Joe.


    We took our seats next to our respective dates and Anna made the introductions.


    “Joe’s an expert on ordering food here, and he’s going to show us his technique,” Anna gushed.


    “You mean there’s an actual art form to placing an order?” I asked.


    “If you want your pennies to go farther, there is,” Joe said. “Just follow my lead. Watch and learn.” Joe started off toward the line of people in front of the grill.


    I turned to follow, but Anna leaped out of the booth and cut me off so she was directly behind Joe. I supposed she wanted a good view of the process.


    Matt and I trailed behind, holding our plates like obedient school kids in a cafeteria.


    When we got to the rows of various types of vegetables and meats, Joe held up his hand in a fist, mimicking a Special Forces leader giving the covert sign to stop.


    “This is the important part. Skip the veggies. They always put them at the first so you’ll fill your bowl with them, and have no room for meat.”


    “Fie the conspiracy,” I said with mock graveness. Joe ignored me and continued down the bar.


    “Go to the meat first.” He instructed the regiment by example, filling his bowl with piles of raw, frozen chicken and beef. “Then when you think you can’t fit anymore, you make a fist, and grind.” He pummeled his meat with his fist, until his once full bowl looked empty, the pulverized meat in a thin layer on the bottom.


    Ewwww.


    Anna looked as interested as if Joe had just demonstrated how to end world hunger. She crammed her bowl and pounded the frozen meat down with her fist, her knuckles inflamed with exertion.


    Matt was next, and once he had finished the three of them stared at me in anticipation. I rubbed my forehead for a moment and then took a deep breath.


    I held my fist above the poor defenseless frozen chicken bits. “Prepare to die,” I said under my breath. I smashed my fist into the meat, but the aim was slightly off center and my bowl ricocheted off the counter and flew into the air. I winced, waiting for a crash. But it never came.


    Instead I heard Anna gasp.


    “Nice reflexes, dude,” Joe said.


    I opened my eyes and followed Joe’s gaze to see a guy several tables away from the meat counter, balancing my bowl in his hand.


    And suddenly Anna’s gasp made sense.


    He was easily the most exotic person I had ever seen. His skin was the color of my morning cup of coffee, with cream and two sugars. And a hint of Mocha.


    He looked like he was probably my age, maybe a little bit older, but at the same time he looked like he had never been a precocious teenager. So he was either eighteen or thirty-five. His dark brown, almost black hair, hung in a wavy, purposeful mess down below his ears. His face was caramel perfection. Except his eyes. They were ice blue. I’d never seen anything like him.


    My lungs tightened with anxiety as the room fell quiet, and I instinctively reached into my pocket and felt for my inhaler. Humiliation always triggered my asthma.


    He rose from his chair, revealing a long lanky body, and ambled over to where we all stood gaping. He didn’t belong in Blackfoot. I wasn’t sure he belonged anywhere. He must have been passing through on his way to a model convention or something.


    He held the bowl out to me, leaning down slightly as he was about two feet taller, and at that close proximity I could no longer stand looking at his face. It wasn’t real. I stared hard at the chicken that had survived the flight.


    “I think you . . . dropped this.” His voice matched his face. Smooth. Dark. “Either that, or you were secretly aiming for me.”


    “The latter, actually.” Whoops.


    He chuckled, and the sound slipped around me like a blanket of silk.


    I pressed my lips together to prevent any more word vomit and grabbed the bowl. Every face in the dining room was turned toward us. There wouldn’t have been so much interest if the boy had been a little more ordinary, or if the girl weren’t notoriously crazy.


    “Um, thanks.” My cheeks were so hot I could have grilled the chicken on my face at that point. Without raising my eyes, I turned and handed the bowl to the chef, who dumped the meager contents onto his grill. Four small pieces of chicken. I watched the exotic boy’s feet turn and walk away, and I couldn’t define the strange feeling I was left with. I almost had an urge to follow him. Probably everyone he ever met felt that way.


    The rest of the dinner dragged by with the swiftness of a slug crossing a dirt road. Neither boy managed to say one word to me, both focusing their attention on Anna. It gave me the freedom to imprint the mocha boy’s face on my brain, just in case of a future daydreaming emergency.


    When we stood to leave, I glanced toward the table where the boy had been sitting, but he was gone.


    I couldn’t help wondering if he had left alone, or with someone.
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    You don’t have to be the one diagnosed to be affected by mental illness. My life has been affected by mental illness through people I love who struggle to perceive and react to the world the way I do or the way they would want to if they could choose it. I believe in medication, I believe in cognitive therapy, meditation, energy work, prayer, diet and exercise but since I am not a doctor, therapist, yoga master, reiki instructor, or guru of any kind I’ve found that the best thing I can offer is a soft heart, a listening ear, willing hands, compassion and love. It is not easy to be the support system, or try to be. It can be exhausting and scary to see someone face a demon you have never met, but lives and relationships are lost through ignorance, judgment, and selfishness. Lives are saved through the friends and family who don’t pretend to have all the answers but don’t give up on the people they love.
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    At the time this book was started—book eight in a twelve book series—these were the opening chapters. By the time I got a few more chapters into the story I realized that I had started with a climax, which made it very difficult to build to more of one later in the book. This was even more problematic when I realized I had four books after this one to write and therefore couldn’t play my ace—bring back Sadie’s nemesis—with four stories left to tell. So, despite working this with my writing group and loving it to bits, it went into a cuts file and a fresh Chapter One was created in its place. I was happy with the second attempt as well, and it worked better for the story, but I was disappointed to have killed this particular darling. And yet, “She Lives!”


    Happy reading.
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    Chapter One


    “No ring, yet?” Gayle asked incredulously. “I’m beginning to wonder at this man’s intentions.”


    Sadie smiled to herself as she pulled into the driveway of her home in Garrison, Colorado. If she had an attached garage, she’d have pulled safely inside it, but her single-car garage was detached, set toward the back of her property, and occupied by her late husband’s old pickup truck she should really sell. “He’s taking me to Denver this weekend,” Sadie said into her hands-free phone system, shifting into park and leaning back against the seat to finish the call. “For a matinee performance at Temple Buell Theatre and then dinner at Prima Ristorante.”


    “Oooooo,” her best friend said. “I bet you fifty bucks he’s going to propose.”


    “I will not take that bet,” Sadie said, shaking her head and smiling to herself. “If Pete really is going to propose, I’ll need to put all my money toward wedding plans.”


    Gayle squealed. Sadie squealed. They spent five more minutes chattering like high-school girls while Sadie remained safely ensconced in her car.


    “And how’s . . . Billy?” Sadie asked when she finally had the sense to feel bad for not asking sooner. Sadie had returned from Kauai five weeks ago—earlier than she’d planned. Gayle, who’d joined her at the end of her visit, stayed to finish out Sadie’s housekeeping obligations to the friend who’s condo she’d stayed in, only to hit it off with Sadie’s therapist—Dr. McKay or Billy. Not only had they hit it off, Gayle had worked it out to stay in Kauai for another two months. As for twists of fate, it was a bizarre one, and yet Gayle had never seemed happier despite her children freaking out about their mother’s mid-life crisis. Sadie had chosen to have no opinion about that one way or another. Gayle was happy and happiness wasn’t something life guaranteed. When someone found it, they should hold on with both hands.


    “Billy is divine,” Gayle said, drawing out the words. She went on to update Sadie on her surfing lessons—she was actually standing on the board now—and the hike they’d taken to the Na Pali cliffs. She’d already enjoyed the island so much more than Sadie had during her three-month stay. Gayle’s other line clicked while she was telling Sadie about their weekend plans and she paused.


    “Oh, it’s Billy,” Gayle said a moment later. “I better go, but I call dibs on being the first person you tell after Pete pops the question.”


    “It’s a deal,” Sadie said, still grinning.


    They ended the call and Sadie took the earpiece off and put it in the middle console before returning her phone to her purse, exchanging it for her can of pepper spray. She looked out the car windows and took a deep breath. The butterflies in her stomach changed from giddy to nervous as she looked at the darkening horizon being taken over by shadows. The sun was down and daylight quickly fading from the summer sky as she surveyed the area between her and the front door of her house.


    It had been wonderful returning to Garrison, but it was different than when she’d been here last. Though Kauai had been hard in some ways, few people had known where she was while she was on the island and the one person Sadie was hiding from hadn’t found her there. Since returning home, Sadie was mindful that she was “out in the open” and yet nothing had happened to make her think that the threat that had been so oppressing was even still valid. Her new therapist was helping her learn how to better control her anxiety and retain enough control of her environment to feel safe without obsessing. It was a fine line sometimes but it seemed to help that she was around familiar places and people, most of whom had been understanding of the fact that this Sadie wasn’t the same as the Sadie they knew from a year ago. Pete had been especially helpful to her transitioning back to Garrison, suggesting activities that kept her from getting too comfortable indoors, but not hovering.


    Denver. Prima Ristorante. Life as she knew it may very well change completely come Saturday. The idea made her shiver in delicious anticipation.


    Before getting out of the car, Sadie put her sling-style purse over her shoulder, keeping her hands free, and situated the pepper spray in her left hand, her finger on the top of the nozzle. She hurried to the front door, forcing herself to walk and not run, and managed to turn off the newly installed alarm system before it finished counting down. She then locked the front door and turned the lock three times to make sure it was secure—one, two, three.


    Shawn would be home in another hour, so she set the alarm on “Stay” mode, which would give him more time to disarm it.


    Shawn had come home from Michigan, where he’d been attending college for the last three years, because he said he missed Colorado, but Sadie wasn’t an idiot. He’d come home to baby-sit her and yet it was hard to complain; she loved having him home. It had been a long time since they’d had so much time together and he’d helped her recover her cooking mojo, which had been off for a few months. All too soon he’d be going back to the University of Michigan for his Senior year of college. At least, Sadie hoped he was going back. He’d started dropping hints about taking a year off and working on building up the Investigation Company Sadie had started just over a year ago. He loved the work and had managed to keep it going despite Sadie being nearly useless. So far, Sadie had played off his suggestion of not going back to school as a joke. A bad joke. He was so close to be finished . . . well, maybe. He’d changed his major from Sport’s Medicine to Criminal Justice and it had lost him some ground, but Sadie wanted him to stay the course and keep working toward his degree. Besides, she suspected he wanted to keep an eye on her and Sadie couldn’t feel good about her safety interfering with his future.


    Sadie turned on an easy listening CD while making herself some herbal tea. She’d had a myriad of sleep issues the last several months, but was finding that if she could find ways to relax before going to bed, she usually fell asleep faster and slept longer. And she wouldn’t have to take a sleeping pill that always made her feel droopy in the morning. She’d agreed to help the hospital with their fun run—not be in charge, just help—and the first meeting was tomorrow. She was a little nervous about her first foray into the community service that used to define her but she had several friends on the committee who assured her they would help make it a positive experience.


    Sadie sipped her tea while Simon and Garfunkel crooned in the background and her body began to relax. Thoughts of the upcoming weekend brought back those giddy butterflies. Was it really going to happen? Was Pete really going to propose? She didn’t want to get her hopes up, and yet he’d been saying things like “We should take an Alaskan Cruise together,” and “Maybe you should leave one of your Bundt Cake pans at my house so you don’t have to haul it back and forth in between Lemon Poppyseed Cake cravings.” The man had purchased baking powder. It was hard to be any more obvious than that and although Sadie thought she should have reservations, she didn’t. Not one. She was absolutely in love with this man. Her children liked him too and she was getting more comfortable with his kids—specifically his two daughters who were having a harder time with the idea of their having a woman in his life. Oh, to be married again. And to be married to Pete Cunningham, the man who made her toes curl and had her reading romance novels!


    It was fully dark by the time Sadie finished her tea and rinsed the mug before putting it in the sink. After getting ready for bed she got a text from Shawn, saying that he was winning the video game tournament and not to wait up. Sadie rolled her eyes but did not begrudge him his immature habits. In some ways he’d grown up too fast this last year, she was okay with allowing him to hold on to some of his youthful frivolity . . . but still wanted him to go back to college next month.


    She reminded him to lock up and set the alarm when he came in, then double-checked her own alarm. She’d be lucky if she slept until 7:00. More than six hours a night was about as much as she ever got, but she’d learned to live with the increasing fatigue. Her days were filled with some of the online investigation Shawn handpicked for her—nothing that required her to move outside of her comfort zones. She’d also taken up digital scrap booking and had compiled decades worth of memories over the last month. It had been cathartic to reminisce—crying over the heartaches while cheering for the good things all over again. Life was such an amazing journey.


    It was barely 11:00 when she laid down but she couldn’t sleep and kept adjusting her position only to adjust it again a minute later. At midnight, frustrated and increasingly anxious about her inability to fall asleep, she texted Shawn to see if he were on his way home. He’d said one hour, it had been at least an hour and fifteen minutes. Was he okay? He didn’t respond which she hoped meant he was driving. For a few minutes she tried to get comfortable, but felt wide awake despite the late hour.


    With an aggravated groan, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up hoping another cup of tea would help her unwind again. It wasn’t until she stood up that she smelled sulfer, the agent added to natural gas so as to be noticed if there was a leak. She wrinkled her nose and sniffed again before gagging slightly. It was strong. Where was it coming from? She hadn’t cooked tonight so the stove couldn’t have been left on. She had her hand on the light switch before she remembered the mobile home in Sterling that exploded a few years ago. Debris was found as far as half a mile away. An old man had been killed. The newspaper had suspected a gas leak that ignited when the man turned on his TV for the Superbowl.


    Sadie pulled her hand away from the light switch and remembered the second lesson of gas leak 101; get out of the house. Sadie obediently hurried to the front door and undid the deadbolt but froze as she reached for the knob. She couldn’t go outside in the middle of the night. In the dark. Alone. She took a deep breath in hopes of gaining confidence, but gagged on the horrid smell again. It was really strong. She had to get out but she’d be so vulnerable out there. Now more than ever she needed to think this through. Where was her pepper spray? As her panic increased her thinking became more frantic and she couldn’t remember where her purse was. If she could just turn on the light to look for it! Her therapist’s voice came to mind, reminding her to take deep breaths and invite rational thought.


    Then she heard a car engine outside. Someone was out there! Had the threat that had haunted her since Boston finally caught up with her? Had it been looming all these months, waiting for a moment when she’d be alone? Was this gas leak an attempt to get her to outside in the middle of the night?


    Don’t be silly, she told herself but she didn’t feel silly. She felt down right terrified.


    A car door slammed. Sadie raised a hand to her chest. She couldn’t breath. She couldn’t move. She heard footsteps on the stairs. They were coming for her! Should she hide? Wait . . . she knew those heavy footsteps—they belonged to her six foot four inch son who weighed in at 260 pounds. She felt instant relief and pulled open the door at the same time Shawn grabbed the doorknob. He stumbled forward and she pushed him back out, barely noting the beep of the alarm signaling a door had been opened. “Outside,” Sadie said, running past him and grabbing his hand.


    “Mom,” Shawn said, not resisting—thank goodness. He trailed her down the five stairs and toward the sidewalk. The alarm was still beeping, speeding up as it counted down. “What’s going on?”


    “Gas leak,” Sadie said, scanning the area around the house and trying to take confidence in the fact that she couldn’t see anyone waiting for her. She came to a stop on the sidewalk and tried to focus on taking a full breath.


    “Gas leak?” Shawn repeated, turning to look at the house as he too came to a stop. The front door was open; the beeping of the alarm getting louder. Shawn sniffed the air. “Uh, maybe we should back up, remember that dude in Sterling?”


    “We need to call the gas company,” Sadie said, trying to calm down. The alarm was still beeping at increasingly frequent intervals, but it was a good sign it hadn’t ignited anything, right?


    Shawn pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “I’m calling Pete.” He immediately began heading down the sidewalk toward Jack and Carrie’s house next door while pushing buttons on his phone.


    “No, don’t call Pete,” Sadie said, shaking her head as she quick stepped after her son, looking over her shoulder at the dark house.


    “He said to call anytime something out of the ordinary happened, this fits.”


    “But I don’t want to wake him up. He’s got work in the morning.” He already worried about her too much as it was and she was trying not to focus too much on the possibility that this could be sinister somehow. It was just a gas leak. They happened all the time, right?


    Shawn spoke at the same time the alarm rang shrilly from the house. “But it might be—”


    Sadie didn’t see the explosion because her back was to the house but the force of it lifted her off her feet and sent her plowing into Shawn’s back as he too was thrown onto the sidewalk in front of them. The roaring heat was deafening, like a hundred fire-driven thunderclaps simultaneously rumbling through her head; the sound of everything Sadie owned going up in smoke, literally.


    Chapter Two


    ##Author note: Sadie and Shawn need to be checked out and taken to the hospital, then the police station. Introduce the possibility that it was an accident and the possibility that it wasn’t. Sadie is still in shock and trying to catch up with everything—keep it short and sweet, a sequel that leads up to the proposal scene.##


    Sadie jumped when Pete grabbed her arm and nodded in the direction of the inner bowels of the police station. “What?” she asked, noting the intent look on his face.


    “Just come with me for a minute,” he said, already moving which forced her to stumble along with him.


    “Okay,” Sadie, trying to keep up both physically and mentally. “Where are we going?” she asked.


    He didn’t answer, but a moment later he pushed open a door. Just before passing through the doorway Sadie caught sight of the Men’s Restroom sign. What on earth was Pete doing?


    He shut the door behind them and turned the lock. Sadie was speechless and stared at him with wide eyes as he took a breath. “Marry me,” he said so fast and sharp that Sadie was certain she hadn’t heard him right.


    “Wh-what?”


    “Marry me,” Pete said again, taking both of her hands in his.


    Sadie caught her breath as she repeated what he’d just said in her mind and a smile stretched across her lips. She squeezed his hands as tears came to her eyes. Married! To Pete! Visions of flowers and a fabulous cake with flashed through her mind. She’d go shopping in Denver, they’d honeymoon in a cabin somewhere.


    “It’s the perfect solution to all of this,” he said, freezing the smile on her face and bringing the fantasy wedding plans to a halt. “You can move in with me, and I can keep you safe. We could get married this weekend, tomorrow even and—”


    “Wait a second,” Sadie said pulling one hand out of his to hold up in a “Stop” motion as the warm feelings that had been overtaking her began fading. Fast. “Did you just say us getting married was the perfect solution?”


    Maybe she’d misunderstood and he’d actually said prefect pollution or something.


    Pete nodded vigorously, unfazed by her hesitation. “If you were right there, in my house, I’d always know right where you are and I’d know you were okay.”


    Sadie dropped the hand as her smile fell. She tried not to clench her jaw as she blinked away the tears that were not-so-happy ones now. “Please tell me you’re kidding,” she said. “Tell me your trying to lighten this horrendous night by making an ill-conceived joke.”


    Pete pulled his eyebrows together. “A joke? Why would I joke about this? I’m asking you to marry me, Sadie.”


    “In the men’s room? By a urinal?” Somehow this was not matching the fantasies she’d had regarding this moment.


    Pete looked over his shoulder as though just now realizing where they were, then he turned back to her. “I know it’s not very . . . romantic, but with everything going on I don’t think we have time to waste on pomp and ceremony. I was going to propose anyway, this weekend, but with all of this I just . . .” he paused and took a breath before forcing a smile. “Marry me, Sadie, make me the happiest man in the world.”


    Sadie opened her mouth to ask him to explain this one more time—as though that would help some how—then closed it and looked at the scared expression on his face. “You want to marry me because being your wife and living in your home will keep me safe?”


    “Well, that’s only one reason,” Pete explained. “I love you, of course, and like I said I was going to propose this weekend anyway.”


    “And you thought the Men’s restroom in the police department at three o’clock in the morning was a good replacement to Denver after a romantic dinner in one of the nicest restaurants in the city?”


    “Your house just burned down, and you’re not safe.”


    “You’re right, Pete, my house did just burn down. My whole life is ashes and you want me to start over with the smell of urine and bleach to associate with the memory of the night you asked me to share the rest of our lives together?”


    “But it makes sense,” Pete said, a pleading tone in his voice, squeezing the hand he still held a bit tighter.


    “I don’t want to marry you because it makes sense,” Sadie countered, shaking her head slightly and pulling her hand from his while taking a step backward. “Or because it makes things easier somehow.” There was a fly buzzing around the mirror and the corners of this room hadn’t been scrubbed in years. “Look,” she said, trying not to sound as irritated and angry and disappointed as she felt, she knew he was a problem saver by nature and was just trying to help. “What happened tonight was . . . really scary and really bad. I appreciate you wanting to protect me and make sure I’m all right, but I’m too old and we are too good for each other for our marriage to feel like a shotgun wedding.”


    She took a step toward him and went up on her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss to soften the blow of her refusal. “Let’s just pretend this didn’t happen, okay,” she said in almost a whisper.


    “What?” he asked, looking instantly, and somewhat adorably, confused.


    “This was not a marriage proposal, this was an application to be my protector and while that in and of itself is sweet, it is in no way what I am looking for. We just need to take a step back and not give into some kind of knee-jerk reaction.”


    “But I was going to—”


    “Propose this weekend,” Sadie finished for him. “I know, but that would have been completely different than this and this,” she waved her hand around to encompass the fly, urinal, toilet, dripping sink, and poorly scrubbed floor. “This does not work for me.”


    She unlocked the door. He didn’t stop her, which was good since she was teetering between crying and slapping him and would prefer not to do either one. Shawn must have been waiting for her and hurried toward her as best he could with his banged up knee, swollen jaw and arm in a sling. She felt horrible he’d sustained so many injuries when he broke her fall, but was extremely grateful she hadn’t been the one to break his instead.


    “Where’d you go?” he asked when they caught up with each other. “I came to find you and they said you and Pete had gone off somewhere.”


    “Pete wanted to talk to me in the men’s restroom,” she said, looking over her shoulder as Pete exited, looking confused and maybe a little irritated. What did he have to be irritated by? His girlish fantasies of “pomp and ceremony” hadn’t just been flushed, no pun intended.


    “The bathroom?” Shawn asked, lifting his eyebrows. “Is there something going on that I should know about?”


    “No,” Sadie said, continuing forward and forcing Shawn to follow though she slowed down so he wouldn’t have to hurry after her. “Let’s go,” she said, stopping at the chairs where she’d been sitting and looking for her purse before realizing she didn’t have a purse. Or a jacket. Or a change of clothes, or a 9 x 13 pan, or a toothbrush, or her mother’s gravy boat. It was all gone. Every bit of it. She felt tears rise in her eyes and hurried to close them before she lost control of her emotions completely. She could feel Pete watching them from a distance, probably still trying to understand why she’d turned him down. “It makes sense,” repeated in her head and she clenched her jaw again. Men!


    “I guess they arranged for us to stay at The Carmicheal,” Shawn said after a few seconds. “With an armed guard and everything, just in case.”


    Sadie just nodded. An armed guard. Wow. This was all so horribly surreal.


    “I can drive,” Shawn continued.


    Sadie nodded again and reached up a hand to wipe at her eyes which were not following her orders to dry up already. Shawn headed toward the door and Sadie followed.


    “Sadie,” Pete said from a few feet behind her.


    She stopped and turned to look at him, trying to hold the tears back. “Not like this,” she said, lifting her chin and wishing it wasn’t quivering.


    Pete let out a breath but his expression was still determined. “Maybe in the morning you’ll feel differently. I just want to know you’re safe.”


    “You don’t have to marry me for me to be safe,” Sadie said.


    “Whoa, what? Marry him?” Shawn said.


    “And she just said no,” Pete said.


    Sadie cocked her head to the side. “I didn’t say no, I said not like this.” She turned again and started walking fast toward the exit.


    “Why?” Shawn said, looking between her and Pete as he hurried to keep up with Sadie’s long strides while Pete stayed where he was. “I thought you wanted to marry him.”


    “I did. I mean, I do . . . want to marry him I mean.”


    “Okay, I’m totally lost.”


    “Take notes,” Sadie said as they pushed through the glass doors and walked out into the early morning coolness. “Never propose to a girl in the men’s restroom after her life has literally gone up in flames. And don’t ever make her feel like you’re asking because it’s suddenly become convenient to have her as your wife.”
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    Mental illness has touched my life enough for me to personally witness that such problems can go beyond something that can be controlled or conquered through force of will alone. I can think of a happy, fun-loving friend who became almost unrecognizable as his mental state deteriorated. I have seen people close to me cope with depression and bipolar issues and feel grateful that there are medications that have helped people who I love regain ownership of their lives. My heart goes out to those people who cannot deal with their mental health issues so easily. Hopefully we can all help those suffering from mental illness by understanding that some mental health problems are as serious as cancer and can be equally as difficult to treat and cure.
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    These three interviews are excerpts from Beyonders Book 2, Seeds of Rebellion not included in the text. Readers knew that these conversations happened, but did not get to see them unless they bought a limited edition hardcover from a certain retail outlet. Each of these characters have a few chapters from their point of view in the series, though Nedwin and Tark don’t get any scenes from their perspectives until the third book.

  


  Bonus excerpts from Beyonders Book 2


  
Oracular Interviews


  Brandon Mull


  
    Tark


    Looking back, Tark received a reassuring nod from Galloran before opening the door and stepping into the room with the oracle. He reached to take off his hat before realizing he was not wearing one. Withered and small, the oracle reclined in a strange chair, gazing at him kindly.


    “Should I close the door, Your Grace?” Tark asked.


    “Please,” she replied gently.


    Tark complied and then went to stand awkwardly before her. Unsure of the etiquette involved, he fell to his knees.


    “No,” she scolded, extending a fragile, spotted hand. “Take a seat.”


    He rose and sat on the low, cushioned stool. “I’m not sure I belong here,” Tark apologized.


    “Nonsense,” the oracle responded. “Give me your hand.”


    Tark held out his hand, palm upward. She took it in both of hers and squeezed, her head bowed. Then she traced a fingertip over some of the calluses and lines on his palm. She turned his hand over and inspected the back. He was aware that his fingernails were dirty. She released his hand and stared at him silently.


    “I’m no hero,” Tark confessed. “I’m sure you know that by now. But I mean well. Hopefully, you saw that too. I fell in with this company by accident. I’m no lord, not by any stretch of the imagination. I’m out of my element.” She kept staring at him. “I also talk too much. At the wrong times, I mean. Should I go?”


    “You are wrong,” the oracle chided.


    “No surprise there,” Tark replied.


    She stared.


    “Wrong for this mission?”


    “Wrong about your worth. Wrong about your role in the coming conflict.”


    Tark avoided her eyes. “Begging your pardon, I don’t expect to have much of a role to play at all.”


    Her smile crinkled her wrinkles. “And you’re wrong.”


    Tark cleared his throat uncomfortably. Unsure what to do with his hands, he gripped the sides of the plush stool. “What should I do?”


    “The details evade me,” the oracle explained. “I’ve glimpsed a few things. I feel that victory remains possible. Elusive and unlikely, but still available. Intuition can mislead, Tark, but there are certain instincts I have learned to trust, and those instincts insist you will have a key role to play. I doubt there can be victory without you.”


    Tark chuckled with embarrassment. “I’ll serve Lord Jason as best I can, Your Grace.”


    “You’re a better man than you are ready to believe. You did not kill your friends.”


    Tark shifted on the stool. “I suppose not. Still, Your Grace, a man doesn’t get many chances to learn what he’s made of. I told my friends I would go off the falls with them. Then I escaped the raft when the opportunity came. I know now that Lord Jason was trying to save us. But I didn’t know that at the time. All I knew was that I didn’t want to head over those falls.”


    The oracle nodded.


    “I tried to make up for it by fighting Maldor. Lord Jason helped me recognize that alternative. Then an invitation came. A summons to the Eternal Feast. I quit. Turned my back on my ideals. And again Lord Jason came for me.”


    The oracle motioned for him to continue.


    “When we broke out of Harthenham, Lord Jason got left behind. Not by design. Everything happened so quickly. I knew I should go back for him. But I had the seed. Jasher’s amar. And it was an excuse. I was secretly glad for that seed, Your Grace, because it let me run away. Take my meaning?”


    “I do.”


    “I’ve shown courage a time or two,” Tark said, eyes distant. “I’m not a complete craven. But I’m afraid that when it matters most, I don’t quite measure up.”


    “I sent your friends off that waterfall,” the oracle said.


    “I know,” Tark muttered. “You were right. We needed Jason. Our world, I mean. We need him.”


    “And we need you, Tark,” the oracle said. “I’m not trying to console you. I’m not that nurturing. We all wrestle with doubts. Show me a man ready to walk glibly to his death and I will show you a fool who undervalues his life. You are no longer the same man who jumped off the raft. You cannot afford to be that man. Your comrades need you. Lyrian needs you.”


    “What must I do?”


    “I expect you will know when the time comes.”


    “I’ll try to do my part, Your Grace.”


    “I’m afraid you must, or the cause will be lost.”


    Nedwin


    Nedwin entered the oracle’s chamber and closed the door. The old woman stared at him expectantly.


    He heard her breath rattling faintly in her lungs. The room was small, with soft furnishings. It felt intimate. The smell bothered him.


    “What am I to do?” Nedwin asked.


    “You don’t want to be here.”


    “I want to fulfill my duty.”


    “Let me see your hand.”


    “Is it necessary?”


    The oracle nodded. “I must get a clear sense of you.”


    “You won’t like it.”


    “Why not?”


    “I’m not entirely . . . well.”


    “I can tell that from here. Let me have a closer look. I’ve lived a long time. I do not shock easily.”


    Nedwin crossed to her and sat on a low, cushioned cylinder. He held out his hand. She took it. Her mouth bent into a frown. Wrinkles bunched around her wispy eyebrows as they lowered into a scowl. She rocked gently from side to side, then dropped his hand as if it were hot. She gazed at him in dismay.


    “Warned you,” he said.


    “In my long years, I’ve never sensed such suffering.”


    “I try not to dwell on it.”


    She took deep, cleansing breaths. Each inhalation rattled slightly, like the early onset of lungrot. Her calm returned. “The void left by the eye healed well.”


    Nedwin glanced at the puckered scar on his freckled hand. “I have experience with salves.”


    “Galloran will need you.”


    “It’s why I’m alive.”


    She nodded. “You wish to die.”


    “Wouldn’t you? Be honest.”


    There was pain in her eyes. “You refused to give up until you learned what had become of him.”


    “Galloran is my lifeline. I worshipped him as a child. I still do. He deserves it. The thought of him kept me going—keeps me going. I’m . . . better when he’s near.”


    “I wish I could help,” the oracle said earnestly. “What would you like to know?”


    “Will I . . . can I hold myself together? Sometimes I worry.”


    “Give me your hand again.”


    “Are you sure?”


    She nodded. She gripped his fingers with one hand, his wrist with the other. Sweat beaded on her crinkled brow. Again she released him as if he had burned her. “I don’t know how you’re standing here. Yet you haven’t broken. Not where it matters. Having come this far, I’m not sure you can be broken.”


    “True, I think. What about the dreams? Anything to be done?”


    “I’m sorry.”


    He shrugged for her benefit. “Are we finished?”


    “I think so. I admire you, Nedwin.”


    “Find what needs to be done, and I’ll do it.”


    Galloran


    “Are you all right?” Ulani asked, her small hand still on his elbow.


    “I have some experience moving about without my sight,” Galloran replied.


    “Leave us,” the oracle said.


    The delicate fingers slid away from his arm. He heard the door close. “Here we are,” he said.


    “Here we are,” she answered. “Follow my voice. No obstacles stand between us except for your seat.”


    Galloran closed the distance with swift strides, then slowed until his shins felt the cushioned stool. Using a hand to confirm the position, he sat. “A husband without a wife, a father without a son, a hero without a quest, and a king without a country. Here we sit on the other side of it all. That boy you met years ago had no appreciation for how literal it would be.”


    “I speak what I see,” the oracle said. “Not more, not less.”


    “Do we still have a chance?”


    “I believe so.”


    “Are we wishing? Dreaming?”


    “I believe enough to trade my remaining years to look deeper.”


    Galloran frowned. “This will kill you?”


    “If I wish to see enough to be of service, yes. Even so, it might not suffice. Too many variables. I catch confusing glimpses. The least likely outcomes are the hardest to identify.”


    “Is success the least likely result?”


    “I’m afraid so. I shall know more tomorrow. May I borrow your hand?”


    He held his arm out. Her hands found his, her fingers feather soft. “Those eyes!” she exclaimed.


    “Necessary evil,” Galloran apologized.


    “Interesting. I can feel the owners. They wonder what you’re doing. Their attention is bent on you. They know you’re here in the jungle. They pay close heed to every clue. They are very loyal to Maldor. Extremely committed.”


    “Any spark of me in here?”


    She released his hand. “You have held up well, in spite of it all. As expected. Nonetheless remarkable.”


    “Don’t flatter me, Esmira.”


    “Never.”


    “Plenty have suffered more.”


    “I feel for Nedwin, too.”


    Galloran leaned forward. “What about my companions? How can I help them? Where should I center my attention? Who is most important?”


    “Which link of a chain is most vital?”


    “All of them? Even the displacer?”


    “Especially the displacer.”


    Galloran sighed. “If we have passed beyond hope, you will tell me.”


    “If we have passed beyond hope, I will seek to abort my vision before the toxins consume me. But I do not expect to survive.”


    Galloran stood. “You represent our final opportunity, Esmira. Without this vision, we’ll have no allies, no compass.”


    “I am aware.”


    “I appreciate it. We all appreciate it.”


    “While you languished in dungeons, I dined in a tropical paradise. I know my duty. My sight has been the last hope of Lyrian for many years. My fate would be crueler if I could not be of service. Now go. Leave me to my preparations.”


    Galloran heard her mentally summon Ulani. He adjusted his blindfold, then smoothed his hands down his robe. “Blind before I could see. You do have a way with words.”
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    Until a few years ago, I’d seen the effects of mental illness on others, but I had no idea how devastating it truly was. That was until I experienced a small measure of it myself. After my fourth baby was born, I sank into the darkest pit I could have imagined. I retreated from everyone I cared about. I didn’t eat or take care of my house, because no matter how I tried, I couldn’t make myself care about anything. I was ashamed and embarrassed; I mean I had no reason to be so low. My life was good and I had a brand new healthy baby. But even though I counted my blessings, exercised, went tanning, and anything else I could think of, it was impossible to pull myself out. It was like my good feelings were gone, and I didn’t think I’d ever be happy again.


    When I finally listened to my husband and saw the doctor, he asked why I had taken so long to come in. I told him that I didn’t really believe in depression, and I thought I could just get over it on my own. The doctor explained to me about brain chemistry and he told me that depression isn’t something that you “just get over” without help.


    I look back at that few months as the darkest, loneliest, coldest time of my life and the experience has changed my perception of mental health. Mental illness has nothing to do with attitude or eating well or getting enough sleep. When your brain is sick, it’s terrifying. Nothing is as shattering as having no control over your own thoughts or actions. It is something that science is beginning to understand. And people need to do their part to become educated so that society will show compassion instead of passing judgment.
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    When I began to write Becoming Lady Lockwood, I imagined William and Amelia caught in a mighty storm aboard his ship, but in the end, this scene seemed too “over the top” and didn’t quite fit in the rest of the story. It was painful to cut it, since a storm at sea is so visual and I really loved the idea.


    To set the scene, William Drake is a captain in the Royal Navy, on assignment to the Caribbean. He has received orders from his admiral to fetch the admiral’s daughter and bring her back with him to England. The voyage already promises be difficult enough. Not only are there strange orders, taking them dangerously close to enemy waters, it is to be Captain Drake’s final voyage. William’s elder brother has died, and he is to inherit the family estate and title, making him Lord Lockwood. His brother Lawrence had married Amelia Becket by proxy, but died before the couple had even met. Admiral Becket is determined that his daughter will be afforded the jointure inheritance due to her as the late earl’s widow. William is convinced that the woman and her father have devised this scheme to cheat his family out of their money, and will prove it before a magistrate in England. Not only are women believed to be bad luck aboard a warship, this one in particular has a tendency to willfully disregard any orders William gives.


    Amelia does not care about the jointure. She simply wishes to retain the title of “Lady Lockwood” because it gives her credibility as she deals in business matters while she runs her Jamaican plantation. Widowhood frees her from the need of a chaperone when she travels, and also from the incessant matchmakers, determined that every young woman within their influence marry. She leaves her island home against her will with the very man who seeks to discredit her.


    The scene takes place quite early in the voyage, when tensions are still high between the two characters. I’d originally hoped it would be the first time we get a hint that their feelings might develop in a different direction.

  


  Deleted scene from


  
Becoming Lady Lockwood
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    Captain William Drake stood on the quarterdeck of the HMS Venture, studying the horizon. The barometer had dropped, and in the distance, a hint of mist blurred the margin between sea and sky. But William didn’t need either of these warnings to tell him that the frigate was in for an impressive storm. After eighteen years at sea, his instincts were an accurate an indicator of the weather as any other.


    The quartermaster joined him at the rail. “Wind’s changed, Cap’n.”


    Both men turned their attention upward to the masthead pendant, which whipped out, straight as a rod in the wind.


    “That it has, Mr. Michaels. Shorten sail and tell the helmsman to let her fall off a point. We’ll ride in front of the storm as long as possible.”


    “Aye aye, sir.”


    Gradually over the next hour, the sea became choppy, white crests showing on the swelling waves. First Lieutenant Sidney Fletcher arrived on the quarterdeck just as a fountain of seawater spayed over the gunwale and doused him.


    “This storm promises to be a real corker, Captain.” The wind blew Sidney’s wet hair around his face unheeded. “I predict we’ll all be soaked by the dog watches.” He wiped the frigid water off his face and grinned.


    William rolled his eyes. Only Sidney Fletcher would find pleasure in a mid-Atlantic squall. The irksome man could see the positive aspect of a flogging. Indeed, Mr. Fletcher had been completely thrilled with this entire voyage, in spite of the strange route assignment and the disagreeable task of transporting Admiral Becket’s daughter. Sidney had been practically giddy as he’d watched William’s discomfort at the young lady’s presence aboard ship and was equally eager about this storm. William was less than enthusiastic about his unwelcome feminine cargo.


    Amelia Becket had been nothing but a thorn in William’s side since he had made her acquaintance in Jamaica. Per her father’s command, William was to escort her to London aboard his ship. The woman knew nothing about order aboard a Man-of-War, and constantly managed to undermine his authority. William couldn’t help but wonder about how Miss Becket would cope with the approaching storm, although he assured himself he’d be equally worried about any passenger not accustomed to such elements. The idea that she might be frightened skimmed through his mind before he pushed it out again. If she remained in her quarters, she would have nothing to fear.


    William squinted into the wind. The horizon had disappeared completely and blue-black darkness crept toward them.


    Though it had been blowing forcefully a moment earlier, the wind dropped and William nodded to his first lieutenant. They had a few moments of calm before the worst of the storm would be upon them. William ordered all candles doused. Sidney signaled to the boatswain to pipe more hands on deck and ordered the sails reefed. The officers watched as men scaled the riggings and battled to bring the canvas under control.


    William clasped his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels as he observed the men set about their tasks. Over the years he’d performed each of the different duties himself. As was always the case, he felt a desire to be one of the sailors going aloft. Life had been much simpler when he’d only worried about completing the task assigned instead of managing an entire ship.


    A small smile pulled at his mouth when he remembered how as a youth, he’d envied the position of supervisor, and the idea of standing safely upon the deck instead of risking his neck scampering across the yards had seemed almost leisurely.


    He glanced at the masthead pendant again. It drooped limply. The silence before a storm was eerie, as if the elements held their breath, anticipating the inevitable. William turned toward the windward side of the ship, his muscles tensed and preparing for the sea’s attack. He had learned early on never to underestimate her strength. One could not hope for a more powerful ally, or a more formidable foe.


    The wind returned as quickly as it had departed, and the sea roiled. The ship dipped and reared as it labored to crest the next wave. Ropes creaked, wood groaned, canvas flapped, and men shouted, preparing to ride out the storm. The first heavy drops of rain struck the deck.


    Within seconds, the intermittent drops became a deluge, and cold water ran down William’s drenched hair and into his eyes.


    A flash illuminated the scene, followed by a loud explosion of thunder.


    The ship lurched to the side then leveled out briefly before plunging once more into a valley between the mountains of dark waves.


    William and Sidney clung to the rail as the swell crashed down over them, cascading over the deck in sheets as the ship rose again.


    Helmsmen were lashed to the wheel, holding the long spokes steady as the chaotic sea threatened to turn the rudder and send the vessel into a spin. The ship tilted steeply, the leeward side dipping low as another wave struck the hull. Men slipped across the decks as ice cold water ran in streams over the boards.


    William turned to Sidney, “See that no man would ventures to the lee side without a lifeline.”


    “Aye aye, Captain,” Sidney said, then moved down the rail to repeat the instructions to the other men on deck.


    A crash sounded over the din, and William recognized immediately the sounds of a cannon that had broken free from its breeching. He gritted his teeth in frustration at such a complication. A gunner would face punishment for his negligence. A loose cannon weighing well over a ton would do immeasurable damage to anything or anyone in its path and he could only hope that the men below deck would contain it before it ran completely amok.


    His mind turned again to Miss Becket, though he was certain that the corporal assigned to her would have ensured that she was safely out of the way until the cannon was secured. He hoped the cannon hadn’t damaged the partitions dividing off her quarters from the remainder of the deck, or that the crashing had driven her to investigate, which would undoubtedly put her in danger.


    He glanced toward the center of the main deck just as another flash of lightning lit the sky, and to his astonishment, he saw the very woman dash from the safety of the companionway toward a loose bowline flapping in the wind on the starboard side. She reached for the rope, but the wind tossed it out of her range.


    Blast that woman! What was possibly going through her mind? In spite of his instant anger at her presence on deck, William’s throat went dry as he realized she couldn’t possibly know the peril of her situation. He began moving down the rail in her direction, one hand over the other so as not to lose his stability. He had to get her below deck as quickly as possible


    Amelia lost her footing. She slipped across the wet boards, scrambling on her hands and feet as she tried to right herself. She grasped the edge of a canvas covered boat at the base of the mast and regained her balance, then stretched her arm toward the bowline, just as the ship tipped, leaning heavily on its side. She tried to lean against the incline, but fell hard and slid again, but this time, there was nothing between her and the gunwale.


    Amelia screamed and grabbed onto the rail, looking for a way out of her situation, which she seemed to realize was quite dire. Her panicked eyes met William’s.


    Without a glance at his men, William grabbed onto a lifeline and ran down the gangway to the main deck while the slope of the ship pulled him toward the starboard gunwale. He vaguely heard Sidney’s voice yelling a warning, and then a wave crashed over the decks, drenching him in frigid seawater and forcing him to hold onto the same boat that Amelia had used as support only seconds earlier.


    As soon as the wave receded, William regained his footing, and continued to fight his way to Amelia as the water streamed off the boards, and the deck tilted further. When he reached her, she was crouched against the gunwale, holding onto the netting that ran along the edge to store the hammocks. As she looked up at him, her eyes bulged wide and her face was ghostly white.


    “Why are you on deck?” He yelled.


    “I am so sorry, Captain—” Her voice broke off with a sob.


    William pulled her to him and wrapped the lifeline around both of their waists, knotting it tightly to ensure they would not be separated.


    “Hold on to me. Do not let go!” He had barely yelled the words when the ship tipped suddenly, throwing both of them off their feet. A mountain of water held them against the netting, and then the undertow washed them over the edge of the gunwale, drawing them into the churning ocean.


    William gripped the rope and tried to pull them back to the deck, but the wet fibers slid through his palms and it became all he could do to simply hold on. Amelia’s arms were wrapped around his waist, but her grasp loosened as the sea tugged at her. Even the rope tied around them would not be enough to hold her against the force dragging her from him.


    He released the lifeline completely, and held onto Amelia instead. The rope jerked up beneath his arms, and he prayed that it would not slip over them and leave them to the mercy of the sea. The line yanked painfully around his chest. Darkness, cold, and silence closed around them, and they were tossed in the roiling waves. William’s heartbeat thrashed in his ears. For a person who had lived the majority of his life aboard a ship, he was still surprised by the intense fear that gripped him when he was under water. Perhaps it was because he understood the unpredictability of the ocean all too well.


    They burst through the surface, gasping for air, but were just as quickly plunged under again when another wave covered them.


    William ground his teeth, hoping that Amelia had taken a deep lungful of air, and that she would hold her breath beneath the cold water. He gripped her tighter; her body felt so small and fragile that a surge of protectiveness arose as the image of her wide, terror-filled eyes came into his mind. Her arms still clung around him, but he could tell she was weakening.


    The rope yanked again, and he did not know whether it was his men pulling them aboard or the sea tugging them farther from the ship. Another wave of panic threatened to overtake his mind as he pictured the endless black water surrounding them, but he stifled it. It would do no good to allow his thoughts to take such a path. Instead he focused his energy on Amelia, tightening his hold around her. As long as her muscles remained stiff, he knew that she was conscious. Another pull of the rope convinced him that his men were indeed pulling them up and he braced himself for what would not be a graceful return to the deck.


    Their bodies collided with the hull and William gripped the woman as tightly as possible while they were pulled inelegantly over the gunwale and then sprawled onto the deck.


    William clambered to his feet clumsily as the rope continued to pull them through the rain and wind toward the quarterdeck.


    Amelia clung to him, her face was buried against his chest, and she made no move to try to walk. William kept one arm around her, and held onto the rope with the other, forcing his legs to work. He practically carried Amelia up the slope of the rolling ship, until they reached the gangway to the quarterdeck, where Sidney waited with a group of sailors that were pulling the lifeline.


    Now that they were out of the worst of the elements, William found the knot and fumbled to untie the wet rope that bound him and Amelia together. But she still did not release him. She continued to tremble, and William kept his arm wrapped tightly around her. He told himself it was to reassure her, but his heart still pounded as the realization of just how lucky they had been settled over him. He breathed heavily. He motioned for Sidney to release the knot as his own fingers were numb.


    Sidney’s face was pale, and his mouth was tight. “Captain, you should have allowed someone else to . . .” He placed a hand on Amelia’s back. Amelia now stood on her own, but William supported the majority of her weight. “Miss Becket. Are you all right?”


    Amelia nodded, then returned her face to press against William’s shoulder.


    Sidney walked with them up the gangway, and into William’s sitting room.


    The sea had calmed somewhat, although the rain had not let up. Sheets of water ran down the glass of the windows and the lightning continued. The captain’s steward brought dry blankets and William wrapped one around Amelia’s shoulders, finally necessitating that she release him so as to hold the blanket in place.


    Amelia lifted her eyes. Hair hung in dripping strands, and her chin trembled as she met his gaze. “Thank you, Captain.”


    William took a step back, though he still held onto her arms to keep her steady. Cold air now filled the space between them, and briefly, William considered taking her in his arms again. She was not the only one to receive comfort from the embrace, but the realization took him off guard. Their eyes locked, and surprisingly, she was no longer the impertinent woman who had intruded on his ship, but a terrified young lady for whom he had, without a second thought, risked his life. He lifted a piece of hair off her cheek and studied her face. Her eyes were still wide, but the way she looked at him now, caused his breath to catch in his throat.


    He lost himself in her eyes, until the rational part of his mind convinced him that both of their reactions could be attributed to the peril they had faced moments earlier. William determined to get hold of himself. The rush of emotions that followed a threat of such magnitude was not new to him, and it was to this that he credited the warmth spreading through his chest as he held Amelia’s gaze.


    Sidney cleared his throat, and William remembered that he and Amelia were not alone, and that he needed to assume command of the ship again. The realization of how nearly she had been swept to sea settled upon him, and his blood began to boil. He turned his gaze to Sidney.


    “Where is the corporal assigned to Miss Becket?” he snapped.


    The words had hardly left his mouth when a knock sounded at the door and Corporal Ashworth entered. His thin face looked harried, and his eyes darted around until he saw Amelia, and then his expression relaxed. He turned his gaze to William and saluted, clicking the heels of his wet boots together smartly.


    “Corporal, I gave explicit instructions not to let Miss Becket out of your sight. Would you care to explain how she came to be above deck, alone in such a storm?”


    “It is my fault, Captain. A cannon was loose on the upper gun deck. I moved Miss Becket from her quarters to the companionway to keep her out of its path until it was no longer a danger. I did not think that she . . .” The corporal still stood at attention, but his face was sober. He no doubt expected a severe punishment for his oversight.


    William’s relief was quickly being overcome by anger.


    “A wise course of action, Corporal, if one were dealing with any other person besides Miss Amelia Becket.” His voice was harsh, but he did not bother to control it.


    He turned his attention to the woman in question. “Miss Becket. What on earth could have possessed you to attempt such a foolish exploit?”


    “I heard the men shouting on deck, and when I saw the loose rope, I thought I might help by tying it down. I simply thought to—”


    “You are not a sailor, Miss Becket.”


    “With so many men occupied with the cannon, I—”


    “Your action nearly ended two lives, and could have cost this ship its commander.” William’s voice rose with every word. Anger clouded his thoughts like a red cloak. “You know nothing of the sea, or of order aboard a frigate, and your ignorance puts us all in jeopardy.”


    Amelia’s eyes quivered and then hardened. Whatever her expression had signified a moment earlier, there was no doubting the hostility she directed toward him now. The skin around her eyes was tight and she pursed her lips. “Perhaps, Captain, next time you should save yourself the trouble, and protect the ship’s interest at all cost. I’ve no doubt that your loss would be a blow to His Majesty’s navy, and mine would hardly be noticed.”


    “Miss Becket, he meant no such thing. The Captain was simply—” Sidney began.


    “That is enough, Mr. Fletcher,” William snapped.


    Sidney nodded once in deference to his commanding officer.


    Amelia removed the blanket from her shoulders and handed it to the steward, thanking him. “If you will excuse me, gentlemen.” She did not meet William’s eyes, but there was no mistaking the hurt, or the resentment in her voice. “I must return to my quarters, where my presence will not further endanger this ship or its commander.” She exited the room, followed closely by Corporal Ashworth.


    William glared after her. He knew his anger was irrational, and he was directing it toward those who did not deserve such treatment, but it seemed an easier thing than admitting that he had truly feared for Miss Becket, and that the anxiety for the her welfare had nothing to do with her father’s orders, or his own guardianship. Harboring animosity toward the woman was simpler than allowing his emotions to run unchecked into dangerous territory.


    He cleared his throat and turned to Sidney. “Why do you dawdle, Mr. Fletcher? Has the storm miraculously ceased?” He snatched a dry oilskin coat from the steward and stomped back out into the squall. The thought entered his mind briefly that the expression on Miss Becket’s face was far worse than the raging storm he was returning to, but he stifled the foolish idea and resumed his command.
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    I have never spoken publicly about my personal struggle with mental illness, but feel this is the right time to finally do so. As a freshman in college, I was diagnosed with OSFED (“Other Specified Feeding or Eating Disorder”). In response to a previously unrecognized struggle with anxiety, my mind had seized on the only thing it felt it could control: whether or not I ate. The pangs of hunger and weakness that came from not eating actually brought a feeling of relief. It meant I was controlling something and the discomfort served as a distraction from the inescapable anxiety.


    By the time I received the help I needed, I weighed under 100 lbs and felt trapped by my own mind and its obsession with controlling something so vital. My mind was putting my life in danger and I didn’t know what to do. I am unspeakably grateful for the help I received.


    I still struggle with these impulses, especially working in an industry that is, by its very nature, uncontrollable and unpredictable. I have relapsed several times in the years since and know that I will continue to do so in the future. But I have learned to recognize the signs of a relapse and have addressed those relapses with varying degrees of success. I am in a far healthier place now than I was then and am hopeful that I will continue to be. These experiences have taught me compassion for anyone who struggles with mental illness. It can take many forms and is often unseen, but is nonetheless very real.
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    While writing Longing for Home and its sequel Hope Springs I sat down and wrote out a series of what I called “Farewells,” the moments and experiences that led each of the Irish families in those two books to leave Ireland and that ultimately shaped their response to the prejudice and hatred they encountered in America.


    The following are the “Farewells” I sketched out for Seamus Kelly, Biddy O’Connor, and Tavish O’Connor.

  


  From Longing for Home and Hope Springs


  
Farewells
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  Seamus’s Farewell


  
    Dublin, 1858


    No man enjoys waking to the sound of the police pounding on his door. If that man happens to be a ten-year fugitive from the law, he cares even less for the experience. So it was that Seamus Kelly snatched up a pile of clothes and the satchel he kept a few essential belongings in, and climbed out the narrow window of his most recently rented room. After a quick pause to pull on his trousers, he ran half-dressed in the general direction of the Liffey.


    He’d slept a bit later than he ought to have. The shops were already open, the people of Dublin milling about.


    Molly O’Donnell shook her head at him as he passed her sweeping the porch of her hat shop. “Having a difficult morning, are you, Seamus?”


    He held out his arms, his shirt and jacket draped over them. “Shall I wait a moment before putting m’ shirt on so you can look your fill, lass?”


    She swatted at him, color creeping up her neck. “Go on with you, then.”


    He glanced over his shoulder. Though he didn’t hear the heavy footfall of his pursuers, he knew from experience they weren’t likely to give up the chase no matter the hour. On the other hand, after ten years, he knew they weren’t likely to catch up with him either. He’d outrun the constabulary more times than he could recall.


    “Have a fine good morning, Molly.” He gave her his most winning smile. “I’ll come by tomorrow and dress m’self in front of your shop again.”


    He winked. She blushed deeper and set herself back to her sweeping.


    Seamus shrugged into his shirt and took up his fleeing again. He knew well the narrow and winding streets of Dublin Town. He’d been trying for a decade to pass himself off as a local. Knowing his way about was a rather essential part of the ruse.


    “Late again, Seamus?” someone called as he passed.


    He gave a quick wave and kept going. He hopped, trying to get into his shoes without slowing himself down.


    “Slipped out of some colleen’s window, did you?” Ryan, the grocer, laughed when Seamus paused to buy a bit of bread for his breakfast.


    “Poor thing begged me not to leave.” Seamus tucked his shirt in then pulled the braces over his shoulders.


    “And what was it convinced you to go? Was it an angry husband or a scandalized mother this time?”


    There was no sign of the police. He could take a minute to swap a tale or two with his mates. He pulled on his jacket. “Neither, Ryan. Twas the very police themselves.”


    A few of his friends had gathered about and laughed at the picture he painted. “The police, was it?” one of them asked.


    “Indeed” Seamus smoothed his lapels. He’d kissed the Blarney Stone at the age of ten and had put to good use his gift of gab in the fifteen years since. “I’ve been found guilty of being too handsome to resist. Tis a crime against the crown, you know. Queen Victoria feels it unfair to the women of the kingdom. She told me so her own self, whilst she blushed red as an apple. I nearly had to fight a duel with Prince Albert. They decided to arrest me instead and save themselves the trouble of a pompous royal funeral.”


    “Which would explain the constables coming up the road just now.” Ryan motioned just past Seamus’s shoulder.


    Sure enough, Seamus’s pack of puppies were trailing him yet.


    “Devil take it,” he muttered. Eying his friends quickly but pointedly, he added, “Not a one of you saw me here.”


    They all grinned and laughed and nodded their understanding. Willie O’Malley even tossed him a hat to help with his disguise. Seamus rounded the corner onto Meath and slipped easily amongst a group of unexceptional people. A moment later, the constabulary passed by, rushing about as they searched the crowd. Seamus allowed his expression to turn vaguely curious before acting as though he were listening to his neighbors’ conversation. He would appear for all the world to be nothing more or less than a young Dublin man out for a bit of a stroll. No one would even guess he’d dressed himself while running from the law.


    With enough winding and doubling back he shook the police from his heels entirely. Going to great lengths to prevent them from discovering where he worked was the only thing that kept him employed.


    Down a particularly narrow back road, Seamus treaded the familiar path to the blacksmith’s shop where he’d been apprenticed during the ten years he’d been in Dublin, lying about his past. He’d had to find a new flat more than once, the reason he kept his few, most essential belongings in a bag beneath his bedroom window.


    He stepped inside the shop, setting his satchel along the side wall furthest from the fire. “A fine good morning to you, Mr. Mahoney.”


    “Morning is it?” Mr. Mahoney pounded his heavy hammer against a length of yellow-hot iron, shaping it around the horn of an anvil. “I suppose that great ball of light sitting high in the sky is the moon putting in far too much effort, then.”


    Mr. Mahoney never pointed out Seamus’s tardiness in the same way one day to the next.


    “I’m sorry to be here past my time. I was up late last night, you see, looking after my neighbor lady’s sick dog.” He hung his jacket and hat on their peg and slipped a leather apron over his head. “The poor creature ate another neighbor’s cat, not realizing that cat had eaten a mouse earlier in the day.” He tied the apron securely around his middle. “The mouse, as it turns out, had indulged in a fine piece of cheese as mice are fond of doing. But it seems the heavens weren’t looking kindly upon the little vermin. The cheese was poisoned, which poisoned the mouse, which poisoned the cat, which—


    “Enough of your tales, Seamus Kelly.” Mr. Mahoney pointed with his hammer. “You were at the pub last night and don’t tell me differently. Now quit your talking and get to work.”


    Seamus nodded his agreement, not bothering to smother his grin. The man actually did like him, though he hid it well behind a great deal of grumbling. “What do you want me seeing to first?”


    “I’ve an order for a new set of springs for the Lord Lieutenant’s carriage.”


    The Lord Lieutenant. Seamus crossed himself then spit on the ground.


    Mr. Mahoney shot him a questioning look over the fire. “Are you and the kingdom at odds again, lad?”


    “Again?” Seamus knew that wasn’t the right word choice.


    “At odds still,” Mr. Mahoney corrected.


    “Aye.” Seamus added a shovel of coal to the fire. The flame wasn’t concentrated enough and the color wasn’t quite the clear white it ought to be. “Though what I did to turn the government against me, I’ll never know.”


    “I think the word you were reaching for was ‘say.’ What you did, you’ll never say.”


    He’d not admit to a moment of his past, not even if his life depended on it, because, in all honesty, his life did depend on it. He’d been facing transportation to Australia when he’d escaped in a moment of confusion outside Kilmainham Gaol. With escape now added to his list of crimes, he couldn’t be entirely certain he wouldn’t hang if he were caught again.


    Mr. Mahoney’s current undertaking was beginning to take shape, a horseshoe.


    “That farrier comes for shoes far too early in the morning,” Seamus said.


    “That farrier doesn’t spend his nights... saving poisoned dogs.” Mr. Mahoney plunged the shoe into a bucket of water, steam rising on the instant.


    “Springs for the Lord Lieutenant’s carriage, is it?” Seamus spit once more. “I’ll pull down the bending fork.”


    Mr. Mahoney gave a quick nod of agreement. “You’ve a talent for smithing, lad. You’ll make a fine living for yourself one day, provided you learn to leave the pub at a decent hour.”


    “What, exactly, would you consider a decent hour?” Seamus pulled out tool after tool. Springs weren’t the simplest things to forge and bend but he’d done it before. “Are you’re trying to push me out the door, Mr. Mahoney? You told me I had years left as an apprentice.”


    “And so you do. Grab your hammer, boy.”


    Striking was not Seamus’s favorite part of the smithing process, but he was younger and stronger than Mr. Mahoney, so the task rightly fell to him. The man expertly indicated where Seamus was to pound with the heavy forging hammer. He’d paid close attention over the ten years he’d worked there, and felt confident he could have done the job without the guidance.


    “Perhaps in time I will start up my own forge,” he said between blows. “I’ll be quite the man about Dublin then, won’t I?”


    “Not if you get yourself caught by the police, you won’t be. You’ll be on a boat to Botany Bay, if not swinging from the gallows. For all I know you’re guilty of something so terrible they’ll simply shoot you where you stand.”


    Seamus laughed deep and hearty. “Been worried all these years you were employing a murderer, is that it?”


    “No. I’ve a better eye for a man’s character than that.” Mr. Mahoney gave him the task of bending the spring. Seamus enjoyed the more detailed work best of all. “I’d wager you stole food during The Hunger or belted a constable or something. Enough to see yourself transported, but not enough for me to worry.”


    “But you’re worrying, just the same, trying to warn me about the slippery slope I’m walking.” He bent at the metal, which was growing cool enough to make the effort more difficult. “Don’t fret. I’ve a grand plan for m’self.”


    “Does it involve sick dogs or a few too many pints at any pub that’ll let you in?”


    Seamus worked at bending the spring. “No dogs. A few pints, maybe. Someday I’ll have my own shop, and I’ll answer only to myself. I’ll have money to live on and no one chasing me down.”


    Mr. Mahoney gave him a dry, almost impatient look. “I know, I know. Off to America, land of opportunity, where the poorest on earth grow rich as kings, where freedom falls from the sky like rain.”


    Every hungry, poor, weary soul in Ireland knew the whispered promises of America. “Ireland’s my mother, but she stopped loving me long ago. In America, no one goes hungry. Even a poor Irishman can own land and rise to any heights he dreams of. I’ve heard there’s money and land and food to spare.”


    “A regular land o’ dreams, isn’t it?”


    Seamus eyed him narrowly. “Are you trying to say you think I’m a fool to set my sights across the ocean?”


    The man’s sharp eyes turned a touch sentimental. “I’m trying to say I’m full jealous of you. Were I a younger man, I’d be on a ship by day’s end.”


    Seamus leaned over his work once more. “A few more years and I’ll be on that ship myself. I need a bit more money so I can arrive there with enough to buy myself a shop and land.” He glanced up. “I’ll own my own, you realize, not renting it from someone.” He turned the metal around in a perfectly shaped coil. “And I’ll find myself a sweet lass before I go and, if she’ll have me, we’ll start our life there.”


    Mr. Mahoney slipped his smaller mallet into the loop at his waist. “And what of the law? What’ll you do if they catch up to you before your fancy plan falls into place?”


    Seamus shrugged. “So long as I keep ahead of them, I needn’t worry. I’ve had to find new rooms a few times. But they’ll not find me here.”


    The heavens sometimes feel the need to make a point.


    Mrs. Mahoney arrived in the doorway, a frantic look of near panic on her face. “The police are just up the road a pace, searching for you, Seamus.”


    “How’d they trace me here?”


    She shook her head, eyes wide with worry. “They’ll be here any minute.”


    Twice in one morning? “How do they have this much energy so early in the day? Are they even Irish?”


    Mr. Mahoney’s usually gruff expression turned surprisingly concerned. “Have you some money set aside already, lad? Something you can get to without crossing paths with these men?”


    “I do.” He’d been preparing for just such a problem since he’d first been on his own at fifteen years old.


    “Enough for passage to America?”


    He did, but that wasn’t the plan. “It’s not time for that yet.”


    Mr. Mahoney gripped Seamus’s upper arms with his hands. “Listen to an old man who knows. There’s nothing for you here, lad. You’ve a chance to start again.” His eyes were piercing. “Take your money. Go find your dream.”


    “Hurry, Seamus!” Mrs. Mahoney stood peering out the doorway of the shop. “I think I hear them.”


    “Go, lad. We can stall them only a few moments.”


    There wasn’t time for so much as a thank you. Seamus snatched up his satchel and coat and the hat he’d borrowed and stepped out the narrow back exit. He dug at the low brick he’d worked loose during his first week at the shop and pulled it out.


    “Where’s your apprentice?” The police had arrived already. He could hear them just out of sight in the forge.


    “I’d like to know that, m’self.” Mr. Mahoney did a fine job of sounding disgruntled. “The lad wandered off again, no doubt searching out a drink. Can’t resist the whiskey, that one.”


    Seamus felt about in the void left by the brick. His fingers brushed against the rough fabric of a sack. For ten years he’d saved all he could and hidden it there.


    “Which is the lad’s pub?”


    “Whichever’s closest,” Mr. Mahoney grumbled. “He’ll drink himself into the grave he will.”


    Thank you for this, Mr. Mahoney.


    Seamus quickly made his way between too tightly wedged buildings, coming out the other side on a winding back street. Around and between he moved, pressing through crowds. His feet took him to the quay and the tall sailing ships waiting to take Irishmen from their homes.


    Irishmen like me.


    He’d not expected life to take this turn so quickly. He couldn’t go back to Mr. Mahoney’s. He wouldn’t make trouble for the kind man who’d done so much for him. The police would check other smithies now that his occupation was known to them. He’d not find new employment, that was certain.


    He knew the necessity, yet his feet refused to move. He would be leaving his homeland. Of all the people he’d known who set off for America, not a single one ever returned. Not a one.


    Names and faces flew through his thoughts—Mr. and Mrs. Mahoney, Molly, Ryan the grocer, his own dear mother and father far away in Tipperary. He would never see any of them again.


    He wouldn’t know anyone in America. But, then, no one would know him.


    He’d not be running from the law. He wouldn’t be poor or hungry again.


    A new start. Freedom.


    “Well, then, America. Let’s see what you have to offer a poor Irishman.”


    Biddy’s Farewell


    County ****, 1846


    Walls are for keeping people out, prison walls for keeping people in. Stone, piled six feet high and two feet thick stood between Grace Dillon and her beloved Michael. She stood, battered by the unrelenting winds of Western Ireland, gazing up at the prison windows, praying she’d catch even the tiniest glimpse of him. Praying, for all the good it had done any of them.


    They’d prayed for the blight to leave the potatoes. It hadn’t. They’d prayed for the government in London to send relief. None came. They’d prayed for food, for freedom from the poor houses, for money enough to keep livin’ on their land. Yet there they were, millions of them, starving, worked half to death, and wandering without homes. God had fully forgotten He’d ever made Ireland.


    “Will Da be comin’ out this time?” Little Biddy asked.


    Grace’d come to the prison walls every day since Michael had been dragged inside for theivery.


    Famine had robbed them of all they had, and Biddy’d been starving. Too many around them had resorted to eating the grass, their mouths stained green even as their bodies went right on dying. Michael’d declared that wouldn’t happen to the Dillon family. He’d sooner be cast into hell itself for bein’ a thief than leave his wife and child to die of desperation.


    He’d landed in the prison, which was near enough to hell. Though he was receiving at least one meal a day, which was more than she and Biddy’d had. They’d not found so much as a bite to eat in two days. Their days were growing short, she knew that for sure and certain.


    A tug at her hand reminded her of the question posed by her frail little girl. “He’ll be stepping out of the jail soon enough, dearie, but not comin’ home with us. He’s bound for Botany Bay.”


    Grace’s throat closed up with the saying of that dreaded name. Botany Bay. Twas the cost of saving one’s family. There was no food for the poor, no relief from the government. The only way to survive was stealing, and stealing meant transportation.


    Australia was so very far. Grace knew of no one who’d ever returned.


    A shadow passed over the high window. Grace’s heart stilled with hope, only to break anew. No one stopped. No one looked out.


    “Why do we come back, Ma, if Da isn’t comin’ out?”


    Biddy had so many questions. So very many. “He said he’d try to send us word,” Grace said.


    “But how’ll he do that, Ma?”


    Weight settled ever heavier on Grace’s mind. “I’ve no idea.” But she trusted her Michael. He’d never once given her reason not to.


    Biddy slipped her hand from Grace’s and sat on the footpath. Her dear face had thinned over the past weeks. The past days had seen the greatest change in her. Her once sparkling eyes, had glassed over more than a bit. Her cheeks were sallow. Her arms showed every bone and joint.


    The child had long since stopped asking for something to eat. At only six years of age, poor Biddy understood a reality no child ever should. They were dyin’ and nothing and no one was going to save them.


    “Beggin’ your pardon, then.” A raggedy dressed man approached, his threadbare hat in his hands. “Would y’be Grace Dillon?”


    She gave a short nod. “That’s m’self.”


    He returned her nod with one of her own. “I’s released from the prison only yesterday, and I spoke with your Michael in the stone yard.”


    Grace’s heart leapt to her throat. “Did you?”


    “He’s to be sent to Botany Bay,” the man said.


    “I know it.”


    His hat still in his hands, the stranger continued. “He says if I were to find you, to say he’d be doin’ what he could to reach New York just as soon as he’s finished his sentence or—” His eyes darted about. “—or otherwise manages it.”


    Grace understood what wasn’t being said and she worried all the more for it. How she prayed Michael didn’t intend to take unnecessary risks. She’d rather have him with her in a few years’ time than dead at trying to be at her side early.


    “New York?” she repeated. “You’re full certain of that?”


    “As certain as can be. He says to tell you that you and the lass should see your way across the sea, that there’s food to eat there, jobs. You’d have a roof over your head. And he’ll find you there one way or the other.”


    There was every chance Michael would never make it to America from Australia. Saints, there was every chance she and Biddy wouldn’t survive the crossing.


    But what was there for them at home? What home? She looked down at her child. Biddy looked more like a skeleton with each passing day. Could she risk carrying her child onto an infamous coffin ship on the scant chance of seeing her love again?


    She closed her eyes and offered up one more prayer to a heaven that had been deaf for too long. All of Ireland knew the promise of America. Opportunity stood on every street corner, selling its wares to any and all who walked past. Their family would not live in want. They’d not be despised simply for bein’ poor and Irish the way they too often were in Ireland herself. They’d be free. How could she not take that chance, especially knowing Michael would search for them there?


    Her mind firmed around that promise. She held a hand out to Biddy. “Come, little one. We’ve a journey to make.”


    Tavish’s Farewell


    The Irish Sea, 1852


    Wind blew hard against his chapped face. Salty spray assaulted his mouth and eyes. Tavish O’Connor knew, at the very mature age of ten, that his destiny was not that of a sailor. His heart, in fact, remained in County Antrim, on a tiny little farm he knew he’d never see again.


    “Captain’s insisting we go below deck,” Da said, addressing all six of his children at once.


    Ma counted heads. Again. She’d done so nearly every minute since the family’d come on board. “I can’t seem to get it into m’head that we aren’t missing one,” she’d said over and over. “We’ve but the six children. Six, not seven. Six.” She’d clearly not convinced herself.


    “C’mon then, you lot.” Da motioned them toward the downward steps.


    Tavish stopped long enough to glance back once more. Ireland was yet in view. She’d be gone the next time they were on deck. She’d be gone forever and always. Her green hills and stone fences would be but a memory. Grandad and Granny would go down to their graves without Tavish being able to hug or kiss them one more time.


    His heart broke with it all. Broke clear through.


    “No draggin’ your feet, Lavish Tavish,” his oldest brother, Grady, called back to him. The rhyme never had made any sense, but there were but a precious few words that rhymed with Tavish. “Captain says below deck, so below we must go.”


    Tavish kept his gaze on Ireland a moment longer, singing silently to himself. “So fill to me the parting glass, and drink a health what e’re befalls. Then gently rise, and softly call, ‘Goodnight and joy be to you all.’”


    Grady grabbed his coat sleeve and tugged him toward the steps. “The captain’ll toss you right over the side, lad. Best hop to when he gives an order.”


    A rather cutting response about Grady no longer being the one giving orders jumped straight to Tavish’s mind. But a glance at his brother’s solemn expression and red-rimmed eyes silenced him on the spot. Below deck, amongst a great number of their countrymen, the O’Connor family gathered together, eyes downcast, faces grim. America promised them a great many things. For his family’s sake, Tavish hoped America made good on that offer.


    “Fancy a bit of music?” someone amongst the gathering tossed out.


    Half-hearted mutterings of agreement followed. No one’s spirits were very high.


    “I’ve a fiddle,” someone offered.


    “And I uilleann pipes.”


    Even the promise of traditional music didn’t bring smiles to any of Tavish’s brothers or sisters. Grady sat with his back against the wall, eying with a frown the pocket watch their grandfather had given him. Mary sat with her arm around Ciara. Ian and Patrick spoke not a word and didn’t look at anyone.


    Ma was counting her children whilst Da paced in a tiny circle. Tension and grief sat heavy over them all. Tavish couldn’t bear it. There had to be some happiness, even if it were fleeting.


    He’d always been the one in the family to bring smiles and laughter when tears were all that were to be seen. Never mind his own aching heart. Never mind his own need for cheering. He knew his part.


    “And aren’t we that lucky to have uilleann pipes rather than the Scottish variety,” he tossed out with a grin. “The ship’d likely sink itself after a minute’s worth of that music.”


    Fortunately none of the passengers declared himself a Scotsman and, thus, offended at the lighthearted slight.


    “A fine instrument the bagpipes,” a man nearby declared. “The perfect way to let your enemy know you’d like to die in battle.”


    A few light laughs followed. Tavish watched for smiles on his family’s faces. There were none.


    “But our sweeter pipes sing a different tune altogether,” Tavish added. “The perfect way to let your barman know you’d like another pint.” He wasn’t a drinker himself, being but a lad, but the quip brought a bit of laughter and even a twinkle to Da’s eyes.


    “Play us a tune,” Da requested of the musicians. “We’d all fancy a dance, I’d wager.”


    From amongst the other passengers, a penny whistle emerged and another fiddle. They had a fine tune struck up in another moment. No one rose to dance. Too much sadness hung in their eyes for even that bit of revelry.


    Tavish hunched down in front of Ciara. “Dance with me?” he requested.


    “I can’t dance.” She sighed deeply. “My heart has burst so deep my feet are broken from it.”


    His own heart bled inside. Famine had forced them to the city. Poverty had forced them to the sea. Everything he’d once loved was gone, stolen from him in an instant. He pasted a smile on his face and gave his wee sister a bit of a shove with his shoulder.


    “You’re a fine dancer. Ma always says so.” He leaned in close and lowered his voice. “I’d bet my eye teeth that seeing you dance’d do her own bursting heart a world of good. What say you, chicken? Give us a dance.”


    Her brow pulled in thought. “I’ll dance,” she said after a moment. “But not with you. I can dance on my own, thanks very much.”


    Just so long as someone danced. Everyone in steerage needed cheering. Ciara was out in the midst of them a moment later, her feet flying about in the traditional fashion. Tavish glanced quickly at Ma and Da, hoping to see a lightening to their expressions.


    Da had an arm about her shoulders, both watching their tiniest girl. Ma swiped at a tear.


    I’ve made it worse, I have.


    But Mary reached out in the next moment and squeezed his fingers. “You always were our bit of sunshine during the storm,” she said. “Happy, loving Tavish.”


    “Tis a far sight better, that name, than ‘Lavish Tavish.’”


    Mary’s laugh twinkled. “Grady never was the sharpest knife in the drawer, was he?”


    “No, that he’s not,” Ian joined them. “But Grady’s the biggest of us, so we’d best not tell him what we think of his wit.”


    Mary grinned. “You’re quickly catching up to him, Ian. Soon enough he’ll have to tiptoe around his words with you.”


    Ian puffed out his chest as much as his thirteen years would allow. “I’ll route him good, I will.”


    “And get your nose broke for your efforts,” Tavish said.


    “For a wee lad, you’re a mouthy one,” Ian answered.


    Wee? Tavish didn’t care for that label at all. “Ten years old is not so wee.”


    Ian’s gaze turned to Ciara, even as Mary rose to join her little sister. “Do you think America is as grand as everyone makes it out to be? With food and jobs and all, enough for everyone and to spare?”


    “I think it’d better be,” Tavish said. “We’ve an agreement between us, America and the O’Connors. We don’t go back on our word, so neither ought she.”


    Ian chuckled low in his chest. “And just what’ll you do about it if America proves the biggest liar of them all?”


    “I’ll march myself right up to the King of America and tell him I’ve a bit of land back in County Killarney I’d be happy to sell him for only a handful of gold.”


    Ian shook his head. “You know full well there’s no such county.”


    “I know it, and you know it. But their king likely doesn’t.”


    More people had joined the dancing. The musicians picked up another lively tune.


    “You do know, Tavish, that America doesn’t have a king or a queen or any such thing. In America, a man makes his own way and proves his own worth.”


    He knew it now and he meant to remember it. Seeing his family free for the moment of tears and bitter loss, thanks to the music and dancing and lively talk, Tavish vowed to always remember his part in this journey the O’Connors were making together. He was to be the bringer of laughter and joys, however fleeting and small. And he meant to make something of himself.


    America promised to reward a man for his hard work. She vowed to give even the poorest and lowest of people a fair shake. He’d hold her to it. Someday he’d own land of his own and have coins in his pocket jingling about like the tinkling of bells. There’d be no more hunger or want driving his family from their home. They’d be together and happy. He’d see to it. He vowed he would.
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    When I was a teen, I didn’t understand people who suffered from mental illnesses, particularly depression. I tried to be as supportive as possible for friends, boyfriends, teammates, you name it, but my patience was less than stellar. You make your own happiness, I thought. If you want to feel better, just try harder, stop inflicting yourself with hurt and negativity, and just be happy. After all, this was how I always bounced back from a tough time: shake it off, change your mindset, and viola!


    It took me a long time to understand that I was struggling with a depressing day or week, while my friends were struggling with depression. I distinctly remember the first time I saw side-by-side scan comparisons of healthy brain activity versus depression, bipolar disorder, OCD, and schizophrenia. It stuck with me—that colorized visualization of chemical imbalances.


    I’m ashamed of teen-me’s attitude toward mental health, but I think it’s an important story to share. Especially because the stigma I had regarding mental illness in high school still exists on a broad scale today. Mental health is really no different than physical health. The brain can get sick in the same way the body can catch the flu, and we all know standing over a flu-stricken person’s bed and telling them to just try harder or snap out of it won’t make them recover any faster. We don’t judge a person with the flu when they go to the doctor. We don’t think they’re weak or at fault for falling ill, nor do we raise our eyebrows when they take some medicine to help ease the suffering.


    Today, I know several friends and colleagues battling a mental illness. While I may not be able to fully relate to their struggles, I like to think I understand in a way I previously did not. I’m incredibly honored to be a part of this anthology, which is so aptly named. I hope it does indeed alter perceptions on mental health, allowing those struggling with an illness to feel less alone, and helping skeptics see mental illness in a new light.
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    The Taken trilogy is written in first person, which means I spend most of my time stuck in Gray’s head. His voice tends to be crystal clear for me—a big plus—but the intentions and desires of secondary characters aren’t always as clear. To better understand my supporting cast, I sometimes step away from Gray’s voice and experiment with a different character’s.


    The following scene is written from the point of view of Emma, one of Gray’s childhood friends. It takes place right before (slight spoilers ahead!!) Emma leaves Claysoot and follows Gray over the Wall. When I was first drafting Taken, I didn’t feel like I truly understood Emma’s motivations or why she would take such a drastic risk. I wrote this scene as a way of getting in her head and better understanding her. While these pages never appear in Taken, inspiration was pulled from them and inserted into other parts of the novel (e.g. Emma’s conversation with Gray after playing archery in the livestock fields). This exercise—writing from alternate viewpoints—remains one of my favorite tricks for sorting out character motives.
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    He doesn’t know I’m following him.


    I have the weather to thank for that. The sky is spitting rain, making it difficult to see even if it wasn’t the dead of night, and if Gray wasn’t leading with that torch, there’s no way I’d be able to navigate these woods without my own.


    I haven’t fully thought through the consequences of what will follow this decision. Gray never asked me to come with him. I didn’t say goodbye to my mother, or even Laurel. We’ve been best friends since before we could walk, me and Laurel, and here I am, running off. Disappearing without a word. But Gray’s leaving, and all I can think is that I’m glad he took the time to part ways with me, that I know his plans. I don’t have the courage to do this alone. But with him leading . . . with him climbing first . . .


    Ahead, Gray pauses near the oak. It’s old and massive, growing so near the Wall that it’s become a regular feature in childhood games. Mostly dares. Climb the oak and sit on the Wall. No, stand on it. No, hang from it so you’re dangling on the other side! I’ve done the first two myself, but never the third. What if I wasn’t strong enough to pull myself back to safety? But Gray’s done them all. I watched alongside his brother, Blaine, and Laurel, who’d been dishing out the dares. We were only twelve or so, and I remember trying to not act impressed when Gray completed them. Or scared. I didn’t want him to fall, but I didn’t want him to know it either.


    While Gray’s back is to me, I dart closer to the oak and duck behind a large brush. The branches make more noise than I expect, and Gray twists, squinting my way. The torch flickers in the weak rain, but his eyes drift over my hiding place. Rain drips from Gray’s nose and lashes. His eyes, usually so calm and somber, seem wild tonight. He looks a bit mad by the torchlight, unhinged.


    And that’s exactly what everyone in town would say about what we’re about to do.


    They’ve gone crazy. They’re insane.


    I grip the front of my jacket, gathering the material in my fists. My whole life I’ve been laughed at for my theories. The teasing was endless in school and the day Laurel finally snapped was the turning point. “Everyone thinks you’re crazy,” she said. “Sometimes even I think you’re crazy. Emma, if you don’t shut up about it, they’re going to decide you’re sick. You want to spend all your time stuck in the Clinic while your mom hovers over you?”


    I didn’t say anything.


    What was there to be said? Even my best friend had turned on me. We were only ten, and already she was letting other people think for her.


    I stopped talking about the Wall after that, about the original Claysoot founders and how something didn’t add up. I took all those theories about elsewhere and others and buried them deep inside me, where no one could hear them. I hid them away, but I never stopped believing.


    Sometimes I feel like I’ve been in hiding my whole life. Like I’ve been waiting to shed this skin that isn’t mine and step into my true life.


    I glance up, watching as Gray climbs the oak and shimmies onto the branch that stretches toward the top of the Wall. While there’s still a bit of torchlight left to see by, I stand and move to the base of the trunk.


    Gray didn’t laugh that day I told him about my theories. His brow had drawn down, creating a crease in his forehead. It wasn’t a judgmental look, though. It was concentration. He was seriously considering my words. If all the original Claysoot residents had been children, where were their mothers? If they weren’t here, within the Wall, they must be somewhere else.


    I waited for the outburst, the sniggering. It never came. Gray just said, “I don’t think you’re crazy. Not one bit,” and my heart soared. I think I fell in love with him right then. I never gave him much credit or thought growing up. He was so unlike his brother, who I preferred. Blaine was considerate and thoughtful and deliberate, while Gray was impulsive and rude and rash.


    But then Gray looked me in the eye that day and said those words—I don’t think you’re crazy—and it was like hearing music. Not even my own mother had said them. With her, it was always, “I love you, Emma, no matter what, but we have to get these ridiculous thoughts out of your head.”


    But with Gray . . . that was the first time since my childhood that I felt completely validated. Smart even, for wondering and questioning it all. For not blindly accepting the stories the Council spins to deflect questions. It made me consider that everyone else might be crazy. Maybe we were the sane bunch, me and Gray. Maybe insanity is just a label the majority apply to people they can’t understand.


    Above me, Gray swings his legs over the Wall so that he’s sitting with them dangling on the opposite side. A part of it is crazy, what we’re about to do. Even I can’t deny it. No one’s survived this climb. No one. But there’s more, there has to be. I can feel it surely as the ground beneath my feet. The truth is on the other side of this Wall, just waiting for those brave enough to meet it.


    Gray shifts his weight, and before he can disappear on the other side, taking the light with him, I start climbing the tree. He doesn’t hear me this time, or look back. Perhaps his nerves have him too occupied.


    When he drops out of sight beyond the Wall, my world goes pitch black. I freeze, clinging to the tree so tightly my palms start to protest against the coarse bark. But in time, my eyes adjust, picking up on the faint luminance of the moon, which battles the clouds overhead. Summoning my courage, I adjust my grip and heave upward. I find footholds in the dark, shimmy out across bridge-like branch that stretches for the Wall.


    Once I’m crouched atop it, I don’t have time to second-guess things. This is what I’ve always dreamed about doing. I’m not afraid of fire or death or burning. Not if I don’t have to face it alone. And the answers are waiting, just on the other side with Gray.


    I swing my body over the Wall, lowering myself as far as possible before finally letting go. My landing is ungraceful. My ankle screams and I buckle to all four. Pushing upright, I feel damp grass and dirt beneath my fingers. Another forest. Another world.


    A soft, golden glow flickers ahead. Gray’s torch.


    I walk toward it slowly, my steps stilted and pulse pumping. When he comes into view, the shock on his face is so obvious, I nearly laugh. We’re both here, on the other side of the Wall. And we’re both alive.


    I run toward forward and we collide in a hug. I press my cheek to his damp shirt, feel his lips brush a kiss into my hair. It’s real—this, us, the world beyond the Wall.


    I smile against Gray’s chest.


    Who’s crazy now?
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    Madness is what happens when the mind loses reason. Reason is the weapon that the angels use to free us from the prisons of our own making. When we “see reason,” we are set free. Our thoughts become enlightened. Without reason, we are like prisoners stuck in a cell with no windows, no doors, no key. We are stuck eternally in an oubliette from which there is no escaping.


    Only the light of a higher realm can cut through madness. But the rest of us can pray for the day when that light, that grace, does come and free our loved ones from this terrible, terrible sorrow.
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    As a treat for the readers of Hermetic Millennia, this is a scene that was cut from the final manuscript for reasons of pacing and length, and because I changed to order of some events, but which I dearly wish I had been able to include in order to better establish a change of heart in a minor though pivotal character which happens later. For all my inventiveness, I was not able to invent a spot later in the manuscript to introduce the scene unjarringly. Not wishing for total oblivion to overtake one of my minor but beloved villains, so that his villainy not be forgotten, I here memorialize it as its own standalone short story.

  


  
Lunar Sacrament of Conciliation
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    The silences of the Moon never grow familiar.


    Father Reyes y Pastor was standing on the lunar surface in the graveyard, hands folded and hood bowed, three score and more tall steles marking the burial mounds looming above him, when something touched his shoulder. He expected to hear a footstep when someone come up behind him, and no amount of time on the surface could undo that ingrained and inherited expectation from his nervous system.


    His surprise carried him a dozen yards.


    Reyes vented air from his wrists and boots to soften his fall. The deceptive elfin gravity did not make a tumble any less dangerous; a man fell at one sixth the acceleration as on earth, but a cut or bruise to the suit could be disastrous.


    He landed in a crouch, and the dust formed a curtain about him. In the gloom he saw a hooded shape among the steles, dark in an Hermetic garb, masked against the vacuum, but wearing the tabard of the Senior Landing Party Member, and the gleaming number 2. It was Del Azarchel, and he held up a hand in the sign for radio silence, all four fingers touching the thumb in a not-quite-closed fist, and the attention light from his chest was focused on the glove, making it visible.


    Two weeks had passed since last they met, and the time was dusk, and so the sun was setting over the eastern rim of the crater wall. (By a convention older than Galileo, on the Moon, the direction of sunrise was the west.) The setting sun was neither reddened nor flattened, there being no atmospheric diffraction here. The floor of the crater was filled with shadow black as ink, but the cliff walls and peaks to the east were dazzling like magnesium flame, and this lightscatter was enough to make out the silhouette among the steles.


    Del Azarchel hopped toward him in eerie silence, clouds of white dust rising and falling with abrupt vertical motion in the airlessness at each footstep.


    Reyes y Pastor waited, still in a crouch, his gauntlets touching the gritty surface beneath him, shockingly cold now that the sun no longer shined directly on it. He looked at the approaching figure, clicking his goggles through several energy bands and interpretative sequences, as if that would reveal some clue. No one came outside the base environs without cause, no more than a crewman would disembark from a submarine. Reyes wondered if he had been blamed for some terrible failure of the Great Work, and was now to be murdered. Was there another cause for such secrecy and solitude? But no: had not Reyes been promised the Eighth Millenium to reshape mankind? Del Azarchel would not rescind his promises.


    Reyes y Pastor resigned himself. He simply could not understand the workings of the mind of the someone whose intelligence was between fifty and one hundred points higher than his.


    Del Azarchel drew out a wire and extended it toward him. It was a phone wire. Reyes plugged in. Del Azarchel’s voice was tinny, and seemed to come from behind him.


    “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been two hundred eighty-five years since my last confession.”


    And with these words, the dark figure sank to his knees onto the sub-zero lunar surface.


    Reyes was happy that a mask was blocking his expression. This was the last thing he would have expected. Slowly he stood and slowly made the sign of the cross in above the hooded head of the kneeling figure. “In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Speak and ease your burden. Of what sins do you accuse yourself, my son?”


    “Monstrous sins, both done, and sins I have in contemplation.”


    “Sins not yet committed cannot be absolved. List your past sins that you repent. To repent means to turn away from them, and to avoid the occasions where they may tempt you again.”


    “I have murdered all the Hermeticists, and spared only you five, of whom I have need.”


    Reyes was aware of the wild feeling of supremacy, as if he had passed a test all his fellows had flunked; but he was also ashamed of this feeling. “Murder? They were victims of augmentation accidents. Unexpected divarifications, logic loops, Turing halt states . . . You need not to confess mere feelings of guilt where no real guilt obtains, my son.”


    “It is a sin of omission. I ran the specifications to see what would be needed for a human brain to be correctly carried both into emulation, as with Exarchel, and into augmentation, as with me. I was able to reverse-engineer some steps of Rania’s work, and make guesses about others. And I knew they would fail. I knew they were weak. I could have stopped them with a command; I could have interfered with their experiments; I could have merely showed them my results of my trial runs I ran on your ghosts which my Exarchel has consumed. I know the secret. Or part of it.”


    “What is the secret, my son?”


    “You have to care about something in reality more than any electronic nirvana can satisfy. Once you have the power to edit yourself, to alter and adapt nerves and glands and all that affects and influences thought, you need something greater than yourself to which your self and soul is dedicated. Without that greater thing, you regard all things as lesser, including, now that it is within your power to shape as you would, your own mind and being. If you live for nothing, you are just a worm that turns and eats itself. That is not the whole of it, but that is what I know. This was a new form of life, Learned Pastor! A machine life, that can replicate itself like a virus in any electronic system. Whoever fails the test must go extinct. They were all weak.”


    Reyes y Pastor blurted out, “These were not just my friends, my flock, and my brothers, they were our comrades in the Great Work! They were the only men we knew from the world Einstein’s relativity stole from us—they! But you liked Zacuto, and Pereira, and Falero! Falero was like a brother to you!”


    There was a scratching noise in the phone wire, and Reyes realized this was a sob of grief. Was Del Azarchel crying? Reyes would have been less surprised to hear a statue cry.


    “I knew the risks my men, my beloved men, were taking when they attempted augmentation. Each time a man died, I told myself he would be the last. And yet they kept failing me. All of them were failures. Only you five, de Ulloa, D’Aragó, i Illa D’Or, Coronimas, and you, had the ability.”


    “This means you will augment us to your level? We will all become Posthumans?”


    “Yes. The computer power needed to emulate every brain cell, every atom, in the human nervous system is immense. Here on the Moon we have only enough emulation mainframe space to keep one of us augmented at a time: the others will have to remain in hibernation. One of the processes I deduced from Rania’s work will enable us to de-augment, to undergo kenosis, and return to base human topology when system space is not available. However, I have already set the next industrial revolution on Earth in motion.


    “The nation-states and princedoms are even now falling into the habit of emulating and augmenting their leaders, princes, leading scientists and thinkers, even popular artists. The emulations can only last a short while, years rather than decades, but as long as the human donator remains alive, he can upload his personality and memories again and again to keep the Iron Ghost sane.


    “Those peoples and nations who do not seek refuge under the administration of the Reign of Ghosts will fall under the administration of the Giants, who are even now coming of age, because only a superintelligent being can keep pace with a superintelligent being. Under such a system of government, how much computer space do you think the Earth will create?


    “Even the most conservative estimates say there will be acres upon acres of large scale thought-houses in every major city. Then there will be room enough for the five of us to remain awake, and at apotheosis capacity, all at once.


    “Ah! But you are wondering whether, as more and more people create upload copies of themselves, immortal upload copies, how soon it will be before the whole world is devoted to one electronic nirvana, a paradise of unreality? How can the Darwianian process continue unless the useless eaters of bread and the useless consumers of power die back? This involves my second horde of sins, the one I have not yet committed.”


    Reyes was so elated hearing that he was to achieve posthuman greatness, that he almost did not hear what Del Azarchel was saying.


    Reyes sobered. “My son! If you yet intend to do these sins, then you have no firm purpose of amendment, and have not repented of them.”


    “I repent that they are necessary.”


    Reyes y Pastor felt a sensation like insects walking across his face. Sweat was beading on his brow, despite the temperature his shipsuit maintained. The fear was like ice burning in a line down his chest.


    “Tell me, my son.”


    “The sins I contemplate and have committed is murder by the thousands and tens of thousand, murder by the millions, that the base stock of humanity be culled. The Hylics must die, of course. It would not be right to have allowed the Hermeticists to be decimated, without forcing the common people to suffer the same risks, and die at the same ratios. I mean to destroy nine parts of mankind in order that one tenth might survive and prosper, and become the seed of posthumanity. Without this, the Hyades will overwhelm Earth in the One Hundred and Tenth Century.”


    Reyes y Pastor felt a disquieting sensation, like sickness in himself. “You are speaking of the cusp nexus occurring at the next crisis interval in our calculations? The calculation you showed us cast the genocide in terms of a hypothetical, assuming a continuing energy crisis against demographic shifts . . .”


    “Ah. I also wish to confess the sins of bearing false witness. I have systematically falsified data fed to the Hermetic Order. The cliometric calculations show that cusp to be inevitable.”


    Father Reyes wanted to wipe the cold sweat from his face, but this, of course, is one of the things one cannot do in a vacuum mask. “It is not inevitable if you repent of it.”


    “It is inevitable because I have decreed it so. One the rod-logic diamonds in all the cities of Earth have achieved a certain critical mass, I intend to coat the biosphere with Aurum Vitae, and reduce any organisms not needed in the neural net to more useful elements. Montrose’s only possible countermove is something he would not dare to do, since to destroy the computer mainframes of an entire world—by a decade from now, it will be world utterly dependent on emulation technology for both government and economic control functions—would be to trigger global collapse, leading to the same outcome.”


    As suddenly as stepping on thin ice and being plunged into arctic waters, the fear and terror in the mind of Reyes broke through. Somehow the emotion was transformed. He was not merely awed by the grandeur of the project, but in a sadistic way, thrilled. It was the next step of human evolution: a dinosaur extinction level event.


    And he was to be one of the extinguishers, not one of the extinct.


    The small part of his mind reminded him of he duties of his office. Reluctantly, he said, “It is an abuse of this sacrament to pretend to confess a crime not yet committed, nor can it be absolved. While within the seal of the confessional, you stand to me in the relation of son to father, because I speak with the voice of the Father and in His place while I act within His will—It is within my power to charge you and compel you not to do this act. By mortal sin a man excommunicates himself from Church, and from hope of salvation! Look in your conscience. You know what you intend is evil, an enormity beyond reckoning! Swear not to carry through with this! Swear upon your hope of heaven!”


    Del Azarchel stood. “I have no need of heaven to house my soul, if I achieve physical immortality through the posthumanification process. I shall endure in one form or another for as long as this universe. Such a thing is not beyond my grasp . . .”


    These were words of defiance, but they lacked all strength. Perhaps it was the tinny connection, but the voice of Del Azarchel was wavering.


    Reyes y Pastor felt a pang of anger. Pastor knew what the indifferent equations of cliometric calculus predicted; he knew the deadline, while immensely far away as far as mortal men were concerned, was claustrophobically close considering the evolutionary gulfs to be crossed before Hyades descended. How dare Del Azarchel give up so easily? Was all his hero worship for this great figure, his admiration akin to idolatry, to be betrayed?


    Reyes had once seen the Virgin Mary in a dream while he was emerging from suspended animation. Montrose, who invented the biosuspension process, had said the process halted all brain activity, and therefore no dreams could have taken place.


    So perhaps it was not a dream. The Queen of Heaven had been larger than worlds, and the stars and nebulae were no more than lights the votive angels and archangels raised to glorify her. The moon was beneath her feet, and in the gleam of the many suns that gathered near her like fireflies, she smiled.


    It was the most profound and heartbreaking thing Reyes ever had seen. He could tell no one of it, since to try to capture the magnificence of dreams in words was like a child bringing a snowflake into his mother’s kitchen to show her its beauty.


    Reyes had vowed that no matter what he did in life, he would earn the grace to attain heaven at his death, so that, if for no other reason, he could behold that pure and holy lady once again.


    So said one part of his heart.


    But he also had his pride as an intellectual, as an academic, as a Hermeticist.


    The common muck of mankind deserved death—was that not the general doom decreed for all Adam’s children? How would an act of genocide to decimate all the lands of Earth be so different from the Great Flood of Noah? It was practically the same as doing the work of the Lord, merely by other, and more efficient means.


    And a loving God would not expect a man, especially a man of such superior intelligence as Reyes y Pastor, not to do anything necessary, commit any crime, forsake any oath, to preserve the human race in its new an inhuman form that Darwin demanded, so as to oppose the descent of the Hyades? Of course not. The Father knew all, and forgave all.


    With a wormy, loathsome sensation as bitter and painful as a man pulling out his own heart and bowels, Reyes y Pastor condemned that strange image from his dream which was not a dream, and blotted out the smile of the Virgin from his mind.


    “But of course—” his voice was hoarse, his mouth unexpectedly dry, “You also have the duty imposed by history to save mankind. Darwin makes certain demands upon us, and it is entirely within keeping with, ah, with common sense, that a man must do what is needed to preserve the race. Even if that means changing the race to something unthinkable.”


    Del Azarchel moved one leg, so that he was upon one knee, not both, as if he were about to rise up. “What is this? You are a man of the cloth. It is your business to talk me out of this. Tell me of the hellfire.”


    Reyes y Pastor begged in his heart to his heart for forgiveness, but with his lips he said, “The talk of hell in the Holy Scripture is meant to be meta-phorical. All the enlightened and progressive thinkers agree. It is literary device to represent the burning flames of the conscience. Of course, as a being superior to human beings, your conscience should be evolved to the level beyond good and evil, as befits you.”


    “Odd that you would say so. The more intelligent the augmentation makes me, the more logical and inevitable venerable ideas like hellfire seem. Almost as grim and inevitable as a cliometric calculation.”


    “A loving God could not create a hell.”


    “A loving God must have some place to put those exiles who reject His love, souls to whom the fires of that love are pain, because they hate it. Will you betray your own office, your oath of priesthood, everything, to counsel me to commit this deed? I was expecting the opposite from you.”


    Reyes y Pastor turned up his oxygen gain and drew a deep breath. “My son, despite all your intelligence, your heart is clouded. Listen to me. Do you know how Benaiah the son of Jehoiada served King Solomon, wisest of the wise? He fell upon Joab while Joab was clinging to the horns of the altar, begging for mercy and demanding sanctuary. All this was done at the King’s commandment. And are you not wiser, in your augmented state, than Solomon ever was?”


    Del Azarchel said softly, “It is the memory of Captain Ranier Grimaldi that haunts you. We mutinied and murdered him, in order to use his body for the raw materials to make Rania, and find a way to come home again. Your hands are bloodied as well as mine. How can bloodstained hands touch the Eucharist, or lave me in the water that absolves of sin?”


    Reyes said blandly, “The doctrine of ex opere operato as first explicated by St. Augustine during the Donatist heresy makes clear that the individual impurities of the Episcopal officer do not impede the power of the sacrament coming through the office. Christ can absolve sins through me, polluted as I am. There is but one question here.”


    “Ask it.”


    “The genocide of man you have decreed, the mass extinctions—”


    “Yes?”


    “Does victory rest on the other side of them?”


    Del Azarchel said, “Then you will absolve me of the evil I do if good comes of it?”


    “No, my son. The sacrament of confession cannot be used in this way. As a priest and ghostly father I can do nothing for you. But I am also an Hermeticist, one of the rare to survive the expedition to the Diamond Star, and one of the even more rare to have survived the baptism of fire you ignited. And I say that Darwin will absolve you, for the process of evolution is the process that, through evils produces good, and through death, life. Rise up from this cold and lifeless dust! The penance I impose upon you is that you shall succeed in being the savior of mankind, and save the race from the Hyades. You shall not fail! Nor shall we fail you. You are right to demand we call you master, for we have no hope of salvation outside you.”


    Del Azarchel slowly rose. He was perhaps an inch or two taller than Father Reyes, but something in the poise of his mask, something imponderable in the way he held himself, it was if he was looking down at the priest from a very tall height indeed.


    “How soon can you medically ready yourself for the augmentation sequences? I have lived long enough in the isolation of my posthumanity. I need equals about me, not pets, men worthy to take their place at my round table, which has no head and no foot. It has been very lonely.”


    Arm in arm, they glided as if walking on air back toward the buried fortress.
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    I knew the truth. Mental illness should not be stigmatized, I’d say. Why do we treat it differently from any other kind of illness? People need medicine to get over pneumonia; they need physical therapy after a severe sprain. So why do we act as if antidepressants or psychological therapy are somehow embarrassing?


    So I said. So I wrote. For years, I argued with the people who told me that depression was something you should snap out of, or said antidepressants turned you into a zombie. When my friends related their mental health problems, I did what I could to be supportive and understanding, and I listened to what they had to say. Tried to take my cues from them. That was the best way I could think of to help.


    But when I needed help, I couldn’t admit it.


    It wasn’t a matter of not wanting to admit it to other people; that, ironically, has been the easier part. No, I couldn’t admit it to myself. Even when I was suffering through bouts of anxiety so powerful that I would essentially lose an entire day to sitting on my couch and shaking—even when I began skipping daily activities and staying home because I thought I might start crying in public again—I could not bring myself to believe that I needed psychological help.


    This is situational depression, I told myself, and to a point that was true. But when weeks turned into months without improvement, and as things actually became worse, you’d think I would have recognized that something more was wrong. All these problems in my life were real, but they weren’t the things keeping me from functioning.


    No, the call was coming from inside the house.


    Finally there came one weekend when—between terror and uncontrollable crying jags—I was unable to leave the house for three days. Although I was never suicidal in any imminent sense, I could not think of reasons to stay alive. Even though I still could not admit to myself that I was in the grip of powerful depression, at last I had to admit that I needed help. I looked up therapists on the Internet and called the one closest to my house. It didn’t feel like I could make it very far. So she would have to do.


    Luckily, this search method worked. My therapist heard me out for a while, then eased me into thinking about antidepressants. She gave me a pamphlet with a checklist of signs of depression, virtually all of which I could tick. The one that got to me, though, was “Have you been experiencing sadness and depression for more than two weeks?”


    Two weeks? It was abnormal to be this sad for more than two weeks? At that point I was in month seven.


    So I went to the psychiatrist. Unlike most people in this situation, I got lucky and found the right antidepressant for me on the first try. Everyone had warned me that it takes weeks if not months to feel better, which was true. But fairly early on, maybe one month after I started taking medication, I began to deal more effectively and competently with difficult situations. Maybe I still felt awful, but at least I could conduct the normal business of life again. Once I could do that, I knew there was an end in sight.


    On some level, I’m still struggling with “admitting it.” For myself, I’ve faced it, and I’ve talked about this with several of my friends. But there are other people in my life whom I know still carry around a lot of outdated thinking about depression. I haven’t shared my condition with them because that discussion is a big ball of awful that I’m still not quite sturdy enough to take on. (The main reason I can write this now is because I’m about 99.95% sure my parents will never read this anthology. If you happen to know them, keep this between us, okay?)


    But I don’t blame these people for their shortsightedness about depression any longer, at least not the way I used to. How can I blame them for hang-ups I turned out to share? I hope someday they’ll understand, that they’ll be able to set all those old ideas behind and look on mental illness and its treatment without any prejudice.


    I hope I will too.
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    In my November 2014 book, A Thousand Pieces of You, the main character is Marguerite, the daughter of two famous scientists, who’s chasing her father’s killer through alternate dimensions. In every dimension, she leaps into an alternate version of herself; she has to figure out how each world works, and who she is within it. (While some of the worlds are very like our own, others are radically different.) But as she travels, she meets other versions of everyone else in her life, including her parents, her sister Josie, her fellow traveler Theo, and even Paul Markov—the killer she’s hunting. Marguerite soon realizes that the story of what happened to her father is more complicated and sinister than she knew.


    The excerpt here is taken from the first draft of the book, in which there was an entire dimension that I later deleted. In this world, Marguerite finds herself in a totalitarian world, living and working in an oppressive factory/education facility. However, there are whispers of a coming rebellion. Marguerite isn’t surprised to learn that her sister Josie is among the rebels, or to see that Paul is one of the controlling Elites. But she’s astonished when she discovers that Paul secretly leads the rebels. Can she trust him? She’ll have to—because if she doesn’t, her friend and companion (and maybe more) Theo will die.


    [Some backstory and information you’ll need to understand this: (1) Marguerite retains her memories throughout her travels, but most dimensional voyagers—such as Paul and Theo—forget themselves for long periods of time, sinking down into the subconscious of the alternate version they’ve leaped into. A “reminder” can be pre-programmed into the dimension-traveling device—the Firebird—or manually created by another person. This brings the traveler back into control, but it’s painful. (2) The Firebird does not fully belong in the universes it travels to; as a result, even though it is visible and tangible, people native to the other universes have difficulty noticing it. They may not ever see it without having their attention called to it—even if the Firebird is hanging around their neck. (3) Once the dimensional travelers move on, the people in each universe regain sole control of their minds and bodies—and do not remember anything said or done by the traveler while that consciousness was in control.]
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    I walk through a long corridor, my father’s murderer at my side.


    Four times, we come to various checkpoints. Guards in uniforms the color of steel look at me with cold, blank eyes as they check and double-check my authorizations. Paul stands next to me, more forbidding in this harsh light; it carves the lines of his brow and jaw more sharply, until he looks more like a Roman statue than a human being. I’m fairly tall for a girl, and yet in this place I feel tiny and low, a scrap of myself in this dingy beige dress and kerchief.


    Each of the guards has one of those black, L-shaped devices strapped to his belt. With a shudder, I remember last night: a protester on her knees, shouting words of defiance until the moment a guard held one of these to the back of her neck. One pulse of white noise, of sickly yellow light, and she fell to the floor, dead and limp, used up.


    Paul still has his own device. He can use it to do more than hurt; he can use it to kill.


    It doesn’t matter, I tell myself. All that matters right now is getting to Theo.


    Finally we reach the last door, the last guards. According to Josie and Paul, we’ll be left alone in the cell—mostly because the people in charge don’t want the guards hearing any revolutionary talk. We’ll be observed via cameras, though, which means the minute I do my part in this, they’ll swoop down on me.


    After that, it’s all up to Paul.


    The guards key in the final code. As the door slides open, Paul steps away from me. Our eyes meet. Josie’s safety, Angela’s, the Theo and Marguerite from this universe: They’re in his hands now, and I’m still very unsure how I feel about that.


    His coverall hides his neck and isn’t very tight across his chest. Is he still wearing the Firebird? I ought to have checked last night. Is this still the Paul I came here to kill?


    “You have ten minutes,” Paul says. Then he turns and walks off without glancing back once. I continue into the cell alone.


    The thick metal door slides shut behind me with a deep, dull clang. As I hug myself against the damp chill, though, I squint through the gloom and see Theo lying on the floor.


    His cell is made up of bars in a ring around him. He has no bed, no bench, not even a chair—just a basin of water and a hole in the floor that I assume is a toilet. Theo doesn’t move as I come in, just lies there. My heart goes cold as I imagine him dead already, executed too early, fallen in his attempt to avenge my father.


    But as I take another halting step forward, he lifts his head.


    “You’re the most attractive guard I’ve ever seen,” he says, and despite the cracking of his hoarse voice, he’s still Theo. “They must have raised their recruiting standards.”


    “Theo!” I hurry to the side of the cell. No chair here for me, either, so I sink to my knees, across from him. “Are you all right?”


    “For a guy who’s going to die in about another 24 hours, I’d say I’m in tip-top shape. Now, excuse me for putting this so bluntly, because I hate to be rude to a lady, but who the hell are you?”


    He doesn’t remember me. At all.


    Did Theo not leap into this dimension? Worse, did the guards search him and take away the Firebird? If so, I’ll never be able to get him home. Each device can carry only one person between the worlds.


    Or—could I give mine up to save Theo?


    “My name is Marguerite,” I say. “I’m Josie’s sister.”


    He pushes himself into a sitting position then, the better to stare at me. I should be glad, but I can’t, because Theo looks so awful. He has several days’ growth of beard, dark circles under his eyes and a cut across his forehead that hasn’t healed well; it doesn’t look like it was ever bandaged or even washed. The slash of red emphasizes his pallor. How long has it been since he’s eaten?


    Everyone at Station 47 knows the risks. They know the price of rebellion is suffering and death. This Theo chose to fight against the system anyway. In any universe, any dimension, his courage shines through.


    Theo studies my face with narrowed eyes. “Josephine Caine?”


    “Yeah. Josie. That’s my sister.”


    “Why would she send you to talk to me?”


    I realize then that not only had I not met this Theo, but he also doesn’t trust me. The guards could have sent me in to trick him into implicating Josie. Even now he’s protecting the other members of the resistance.


    “She didn’t send me,” I say. “Theo, listen. This is important. Do you have a locket around your neck?”


    He arches one of his thick eyebrows. “My deathbed visitor is here to ask me if I accessorize?”


    “Just check.”


    He puts his hand to the neck of the dingy coverall he wears—then frowns in confusion as he lifts the Firebird in one hand. “What the hell?”


    “I have one too.” As I hold it up to show him, I wonder what the guards are thinking as they watch via their hidden cameras. Probably this conversation looks harmless and—if they’re listening, too—sounds nonsensical. I hope so, anyway. For a few more minutes, I need them to leave us alone. “Theo, this is what I want you to do. Follow these steps, exactly the way I go through them.”


    “Is this some bizarre new method of execution?” Theo smiles, but the expression is strained. “Put something around my neck to kill me, then send in a pretty girl to make sure I finish the job myself?”


    “Just do it, okay?”


    I go through the motions that will initiate a reminder, clicking each piece in turn. Thank God he made me go over this a jillion times; the movements come naturally now.


    Theo hesitates, then says, “What the hell. It’s not like things can get any worse.” He follows my lead, and I suck in a deep breath before pushing the final slide into place.


    Pain forks through me, sharp fire along every nerve and bone, but I manage not to cry out. Theo shouts and shoves himself backward from me—and then his expression changes. Instead of suspicion and exhaustion, I see astonishment; instead of a stranger, I see Theo.


    My Theo.


    “Marguerite,” he breathes out. “You’re—we’re—this is not good.”


    “Understatement of the year.” But I can’t help grinning. It’s so good to be with him again, even better to know that I made it here in time to save him. “Don’t put off your next reminder for so long, okay?”


    “Jesus H. Christ on a pogo stick. This is a prison. I’m a revolutionary.” Theo rakes his hands through his unruly hair, then grimaces as he realizes how greasy it is. “In what universe am I a revolutionary?”


    “One as messed up as this.” And for a moment I realize what it would be like to live here with no hope of escape, and I can’t despise her for her fear any longer.


    By telling Paul and Josie that I’d be a part of their plan, I turned this Marguerite into a revolutionary against her will. Did I have any right to do that?


    If she’s caught and tortured, or even killed—it will be my fault.


    “I can’t believe you came for me,” Theo whispers. His dark eyes meet mine, and in them I see both guilt and bewilderment. “This is—I told you this would be dangerous, but I didn’t think it would be like this. I never meant to get you into trouble this deep.”


    “I wouldn’t leave you here.”


    He slides his hand forward along the floor until his fingers poke through the bars; I do the same so that our fingers overlap, just barely touching. That one small sliver of contact feels more powerful than the pain of the reminder, and I flush as I see Theo close his eyes against the emotion.


    I didn’t know he felt this way about me. I knew he was interested, but this . . . I never guessed. It’s not the way I felt about him before, but now I’m not so sure.


    Yet that confusion doesn’t matter compared to the absolute terror of what comes next.


    Theo tries to rise to his feet, but he’s obviously weak, probably from lack of food. Why did they starve a man they were going to kill? To these people—the guards, the supervisors, the Leader—cruelty is a virtue. Once he’s braced himself against the bars, Theo says, “What has Paul done?”


    “He doesn’t matter right now.” I stand up too. “For the moment, just get out of here.”


    “Get out. Yes. Getting out is good.” Then Theo pauses. “Where do we go? Did Paul already jump ahead?”


    “No. He’s still here but doesn’t yet remember anything.” That reminder could come at any moment, if it hasn’t already. “We’ll just have to track him from whatever dimension we wind up in next.”


    “Okay.” Theo runs one hand through his disheveled black hair. “Christ. This Theo—he’s gotta be insane, getting mixed up in this.”


    “He’s brave. You guys have that in common. Now go, Theo. I’ll be right behind you.”


    “What do you mean, behind me?”


    I can’t leap out when Theo does, no matter how scared I am or how much I want to escape. When I said I would take on this small part in what’s about to happen … I made a promise, and I have to keep it.


    Josie needs me. Angela needs me. So what if they’re from a different dimension? At their heart, something in them is the same. I can no more betray my sister and my friend here than I could at home. If I did that, I wouldn’t be any better than Paul.


    And the Marguerite within me, the one I’ve endangered for my own purposes—she deserves a chance at getting out of this alive. That means I have to give her all the help I can. I don’t have any right to put someone else in danger without facing that danger myself.


    “Go,” I repeat as I walk quickly to a key code panel on the far wall. Even now the guards must be reacting to that, but not fast enough to stop me from typing in the sequence 97198437.


    No, this place isn’t dumb enough to let anyone who can touch any panel type in some doomsday code. This panel is in a “sensitive zone,” which means it responds to some codes the others don’t. What I typed in—what Paul taught me—is a standard emergency alert code that only Elites or guards would know.


    Why would I want to do the equivalent of pulling a fire alarm just when I’m trying to be sneaky?


    Because the emergency alert takes away all individual keypad controls and routes all functions to a secure “nerve center” for Station 47—a nerve center that Paul and the other resistance members have just rushed.


    Hopefully.


    Lights begin to flash. Theo swears and goes for his Firebird. “Marguerite, come on!” he yells—and then the Firebird is gone. My Theo is gone.


    The ragged prisoner in his place sways on his feet, obviously startled to be standing, to see that I’m across the room, to hear that the alarms are going off. This Theo’s even more surprised when the bars suddenly begin to rise toward the ceiling, leaving a gap open at his feet. But he understands the one key fact: He has a chance to escape.


    He dives for it instantly, even as I run toward him. Theo comes out of his roll and I drag him to his feet, praying the cell door will open.


    (If it opens that means Paul lived up to his end of the bargain. Does that mean I’m praying to Paul?)


    The door slides open.


    Theo hangs back for one moment just as we hit the threshold, and like him I imagine the guards jumping us, throwing us down on the cold floor for the split second it will take to feel one of those devices pressed to the back of my neck—the last thing I would ever feel. Yet no one attacks. We emerge to the sound of distant boots clanging up staircases; the guards are responding to the larger alert at the station nerve center. They know now they’re in danger of losing control of Station 47. One lone escapee and his scrawny accomplice? We couldn’t matter less.


    As we run, Theo yells, “Who are you, exactly?”


    “Josie’s sister. Remember?” I have no idea whether this version of Theo would ever have seen the other Marguerite.


    Apparently so. He nods. “Right, okay. Any more bright ideas?”


    “They told me to run for the northwest freight zone.” Where was that again? I try to orient myself, but I’ve never had the greatest sense of direction, and this vast dark sprawling hulk of a station might as well be a maze. Two days hasn’t been nearly enough time to learn my way around.


    But Theo has lived here his whole life. He grabs my hand. “Come on!”


    Together we dash through the corridors, twisting dark pathways illuminated mostly by flashing red lights. My heart seems to pound to the tempo of our feet, quickening every minute.


    How can Theo run so fast, starved and weak as he is? His fingers remain wrapped around mine like a lifeline. I realize then that he’s drawing on every last fragment of strength he has; we’re running for our lives, and we know it.


    When I begin to hear other voices—dozens of them, all in a state of panic—I know we’re near our goal. Theo runs even faster, pulling me after them until we slam through a set of heavy doors so hard that it hurts.


    The voices crash around us like the lightning overhead. We’re in the middle of a crowd of people all trying to cram themselves into a few waiting trucks. Josie stands atop one of them, wet hair slick against her head, shouting instructions; even though I don’t understand how anyone can hear her, they seem to be trying to obey. The storm has darkened the sky as though it were night.


    “All we do now is get in and hang on,” I say to Theo. Our chances of making it beyond the boundary zone of Station 47 and to safer transport are slim—but they’re the only chances we have.


    Theo grins at me, and his hand tightens around mine. “Whoever you are, thanks.”


    His gaze goes back to the locket around my neck—the one I’d already called his attention to, and must stand out to him as an extreme aberration. He might ask me about it, except that at that moment the doors burst open again.


    “Paul!” Theo shouts, and he lets go of me to embrace Paul tightly. Paul returns the hug, and once I again I remember what Theo called him in my home dimension: Little brother.


    That bond exists here, too.


    We have no time for big reunions, though. Within only seconds Paul is pushing both of us toward the back of the trucks. My feet slip in the muddy ground, but I manage not to fall. When Paul splashes through the mud to take the driver’s seat in one of the trucks, I follow him, leaving Theo to board on his own.


    “Marguerite?” Paul looks at me, confused, as I hop into the passenger side of the cab.


    “I call shotgun.” Does that phrase even exist in this universe? No telling, but Paul doesn’t argue. He just glances back to make sure he has everyone he should be carrying, then throws the truck into drive and slams on the gas.


    We jolt forward, bouncing and rocking, the enormous motor of the truck grinding loudly as we accelerate toward the wire gates. Memory tells me there’s normally a set of safety doors, too, solid steel, but apparently they were able to signal those to open. The wire gate will have to be punched through manually.


    Go, go, go, my brain chants. I want out of here so bad; the Firebird bounces against my chest with every rattle of the truck as if it’s knocking to remind me I can leave. But I have to see if this is still my Paul, whether I chase him from here or try to stick with him until he leaps.


    We barrel toward the gates, faster and faster, and I brace myself for the crash—


    —when Paul cries out in pain and slumps over. His foot slips off the gas, and I feel the truck sloping to one side, veering off course, away from the road and into the mud. The walls around Station 47 fill the windshield as we careen toward them, seconds from impact.
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    I am one of those who grew up without a lot of experience with mental illness—in fact, I’d say that my upbringing instilled in me a skepticism regarding the realities of mental illness. If you’d found me in high school, I likely would have been one of those, “It’s all in your head” or “What do you mean you’re depressed? Just be happy” types of people.


    I owe a lot of my understanding of this—and indeed, my understanding of life itself—to some very good friends in college who struggled with mental illness. They opened my eyes to the issues people deal with by giving me as close to a firsthand experience as you can get without suffering from these issues yourself. This was very important, for the woman I eventually married would be one who struggled with depression.


    It horrifies me to think of what might have been if I’d met her earlier. It also, hopefully, proves that those who don’t understand mental illness are more ignorant than malicious.


    The chapters I’m including in this book are particularly poignant along these lines. For years after writing The Way of Kings in 2002, I knew that something major was wrong with Kaladin’s character. (Then named Merin.) He was a generic fantasy protagonist in a vibrant, well-built world full of amazing wonders. He felt bland, like a streak of grey on a gorgeous canvas.


    I would spend nearly ten years reworking Kaladin, drilling down to who he was and who he needed to be. At the same time, I met my wife and fell in love. I began to see how people with depression are treated in the media and books, and I started to wonder. Where are our fantasy heroes with depression? This disease affects a huge percentage of the population. Does every character with depression need to be relegated to being in a story only about their illness? Couldn’t we have a character who was heroic, dynamic, interesting—and, oh, by the way, he has depression. Not something for the story to be about, just something that—like exists in so many of our lives—is another aspect of who he is, that reflects his worldview.


    The person Kaladin became was shaped by two major changes, his psychology being one of them. (I’ll talk about the other one in my formal introduction of the piece.)


    Mental illness is real. It’s a real part of my life, and I suspect that most people with no experience are unaware of people in their lives who are haunted by it. It can strike as swiftly, and unexpectedly, as cancer. (Rob is an excellent example.) It can be as chronic as diabetes, and as debilitating as something like ALS. I feel the more open we are about this, the better we will become—as a society—at helping those who need it.
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    The first chapter you’ll read here contains one of the scenes that made me want to write the book.


    It happens with every novel. A whole ton of ideas come together to make a book happen—but somewhere along the way, it’s usually a scene that grabs me. An image. A powerful emotional and visual experience that drives me to start the novel, even though I feel I might not be ready (because I never feel I’m ready).


    For this book, it was the scene of the spearman and the Shardbearer. The man who fought when others fled. In the enormous battlefield full of strange creatures, armies, and broad strokes of the Blade, the man who felled a Shardbearer would be a young man with very little to recommend him other than his courage.


    The scene turned out exactly how I imagined it, and was perfect. It was exciting, introduced the characters, and showed off the world of Roshar. This chapter was everything I wanted a chapter to be, and was one of the few starts to a book that I never cut or revised wholesale.


    Until I realized it was the absolute wrong place to start the book.


    You hold in your hands a darling that had to be killed. As Kaladin evolved as a character, I realized that in this chapter, he made the wrong decision. I wrote an entire book about him learning to be a Shardbearer, when I needed to write a book about the one man in a world of knights who would turn down these fantastical weapons if offered them.


    This was the rare case where the narrative needed to prove something’s value by throwing it away.


    I still love these chapters, and hopefully you can see in them the image of a different book. A parallel novel, so to speak—another reality where Kaladin’s life isn’t so harsh. Where he wasn’t beaten down from a young age, where his own psychology didn’t betray him, and where he could realistically take that Blade up and become a Shardbearer. In some ways, this is a far more boring story, but it is also quite interesting to see how allowing a character to drive the narrative can craft something much stronger, even if it undermines a solid plot.


    I hope you enjoy your trip through this alternate-universe Roshar. It is a world and story in embryo, waiting for things like Kaladin’s re-creation and the spren to make it what it needed to become.


    Or, to use a more appropriate metaphor, it is a rockbud in its shell, eagerly waiting for the storm.
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    Dalenar could see a highstorm approaching. Its clouds crested the horizon like a rising wave, dark, silent. It was still distant, but it would come. Furious and exact, highstorms were as inevitable as the rising sun.


    The wood lurched beneath his feet, and Dalenar reached reflexively for the tower’s rail. The battlefield stretched below him, a world of screaming men, metallic rings, and hissing bowstrings.


    “When we return,” Elhokar muttered from a short distance away, “remind me to find a towermaster who doesn’t see fit to run over every boulder on the battlefield.”


    Dalenar snorted quietly, scanning the battlefield. Spearmen in Alethkar blue held in a tight formation around the advancing tower, protecting the wooden structure and using its momentum to help push them forward as they pressed against the enemy line. Two massive chulls pulled the tower, a fifty-foot construction of wood and steel. The chulls lumbered forward on trunklike feet encased in stone—the great northern beasts used massive, hollowed-out boulders like shells to hide their tender bodies. They didn’t even seem to notice the harnesses at their necks or the men scurrying at their feet.


    The tower did its job well. Its two tiers of archers launched volley after volley of missiles at the enemy. Dalenar looked down at the soldiers, wondering what it would be like to be a simple footman facing the enormous structure. The unfortunate men were forced to choose between holding their shields up high to block the death from above, or holding them low to block the spears in front of them. The discarded bodies, left in heaps behind the advancing line, proved that both choices were equally fatal.


    “Where is he?” Elhokar said, frowning. The king shone in his golden armor, one of the finest suits of Shardplate in Alethkar. Gold-trimmed with sunbursts on the shoulders and breastplate, the armor was topped by a helm mounted with four intricate spikes. Yet, majestic though it was, the armor looked wrong on the young king. Dalenar still expected a different face to look out from that helm—a face aged with wisdom, not young and untested.


    “He’ll come, Your Majesty,” Meridas promised with a smooth voice.


    Dalenar frowned, but said nothing. The king had a right to choose his counselors, and while Meridas was lowly of rank, he was still a lord—and a wealthy one. Without Meridas’s merchant fleets, the king could never have moved across the Sea of Chomar in such a short time.


    Elhokar didn’t respond. His eyes watched the battlefield, yet Dalenar knew he wasn’t planning strategy. Elhokar only desired one thing from this battle.


    And that, unfortunately, left Dalenar to shoulder the bulk of the command. Dalenar turned, waving toward the back of the tower and its small crowd of aides, messengers, and lesser lords—Dalenar’s two living sons among them. A messenger approached, and Dalenar ordered a squad of heavy infantry to the eastern flank, to break a particularly resilient group of Prallan spearmen. The messenger nodded, moving to climb down and deliver the message.


    “Where is he?” the king repeated quietly.


    Dalenar moved up to stand beside the young king, his armored feet thumping against the wood. Dalenar’s own Shardplate wasn’t as intricate as that of his nephew—he hadn’t sewn it with silks, and it bore few adornments. It suited him, and he had worn it with pride since that day his brother had given it to him, so many years ago.


    “The Traitor will commit himself soon,” Dalenar said with a slow nod, speaking over the sounds of fighting a short distance below. “Your sister’s strategy is a good one. The Prallan forces are buckling in the east, and their men fight with the frantic motions of a group demoralized. If the Traitor doesn’t join the battle soon, he will lose the day for certain.”


    Elhokar waved a golden hand. “This day was won hours ago.”


    “Don’t express the fall, Your Majesty,” Dalenar warned. “Our force is larger, but the Prallans fight on the land of their fathers. Arrogance will serve us nothing but misery.”


    Again, Elhokar did not respond. He had a regal face, with a perfect Aleth countenance—dark black hair, almond face, and a distinct chin. In fact, he had more of a traditional noble look than his father had—Nolhonarin’s face had been more flat, his nose wide and blunt. Yet Nolhonarin had been a commander like Alethkar had rarely known.


    Dalenar sighed to himself, turning back to the battlefield. What had happened to him? What had happened to the days when he could mourn a man’s falling one day, then drink to his victories the next? Why did he keep looking for the features of the father in the face of the son, and since when did he wonder what it felt like to be a footman in the enemy’s army?


    His body felt old, lethargic despite the mystical strength and speed of his Shardplate. There had been a day when he’d sworn by the Tenth Name of the Almighty that he would die with Shardblade in hand, but that had been a day before he’d lost both brother and son on the bleak Prallan highrock.


    “There!” Elhokar snapped suddenly, standing upright.


    Dalenar followed the king’s gesture. In the distance he could barely make out a large tower rolling onto the battlefield. Lady Jasnah, Elhokar’s sister, had been right—the Aleth offensive had forced the Prallans to commit their towers despite the approaching highstorm.


    “He’ll be on that tower,” Elhokar said. With that, the young king hopped up—Shardplate granting him spryness despite its bulk—and threw himself over the side of the tower.


    “By the—” Dalenar cursed, leaning over the rail and watching the king drop to the first archer tier below, then leap over its ledge as well.


    Dalenar spun, pointing at his sons. “Aredor, come with me. Renarin, hold the tower.”


    Renarin, the younger of the two at seventeen, paled visibly at the command. “Father, I—”


    “Renarin, we don’t have time for your worries,” Dalenar snapped as Aredor obediently leapt over the tower’s ledge. “You’re the king’s cousin. Hold the west and press the east. I need to try and keep our fool of a king from getting himself killed.”


    “Yes, Father,” Renarin said.


    Dalenar ignored Meridas’s hostile glare—the clever merchant might be wealthy, and he might have the king’s ear, but he was too low a rank to be given command. Dalenar took a breath, then hoisted his legs over the tower’s rail and leapt off the side.


    He plummeted some fifteen feet before landing with a grunt on the archer’s tier, the reinforced wood thumping loudly beneath his feet. His Shardplate softened the brunt of the blow, but his legs still protested the fall. Shardplate notwithstanding, falling from the top of a tower while wearing thirty brickweights of steel was not a casual hop. Gritting his teeth, Dalenar jumped off the archer’s ledge and fell to the second tier, then finally dropped one last time to the ground ten feet below.


    Stone cracked beneath his armored feet, and he reached up, steadying himself against the tower as a page approached with Stormwind, his horse. Ahead, he could see Elhokar galloping toward the distant tower, riding directly through the Prallan lines, his honor guard—unmounted, of course—frantically trying to cut their way toward their king. Aredor rode a short distance behind, moving with the swiftness of youth.


    Dalenar heaved himself into his saddle, keeping his mutterings about the king to himself, and kicked the beast into motion. The Prallan highrock hills were slick and barren during the summer, their uniform tans and browns broken only by the blood of men. They called the heights Stormlands for good reason—the highstorms had swept the land clean of everything but bleached stone and boulders.


    Stormwind—a massive Shinavar beast—snorted as it approached the enemy line. Dalenar reached out his arm to the side and summoned his Shardblade.


    It took ten heartbeats. Dalenar counted them as the smoke gathered around his palm, forming into the shape of a sword nearly six feet in length. Smoke became steel at the tenth beat, and the weapon fell into his waiting grasp. It was light and familiar in his hand—it knew him as he knew himself. It had become part of him the day he’d bonded it, and had grown to fit his exact needs. Dalenar’s Blade was a simple and utilitarian weapon, straight and double-edged with little ornament—only a single glyph patterned in the center of the metal. Morn, the glyph of loyalty.


    Dalenar quickly overtook the king’s honor guard and galloped into the enemy ranks, his only companion Gelnin, his shieldbearer, who rode on Dalenar’s second horse. The tattered Prallan spearmen were loosely organized, and most of them made way before his charging beast. Those who had the courage to attack a Shardbearer—attempting to win the Blade, armor, and title for themselves—already lay in pieces on the ground, slain by quick strikes from either Elhokar or Aredor.


    Dalenar charged through the brown-uniformed ranks, using his mount’s momentum to barrel past the spearmen. A few moments later he broke through the back of their line, then pushed Stormwind in a gallop parallel to the fighting. Elhokar rode ahead, but Aredor had been slowed by an ambitious squad of soldiers. Aredor had been forced to stop and fight them, lest they cut his mount out from beneath him.


    Dalenar kept moving, cursing the king as he avoided a group of heavy infantry. Shardblades could cut through steel as easily as lightning cut through the sky, and Shardplate couldn’t be pierced by regular weapons. A determined group of spearmen, however, could eventually wear down even the finest duelist. Youth, rank, and equipment made Elhokar brazen.


    The Prallan tower loomed ahead. It was pulled by several teams of men—the Prallans hadn’t the resources to afford chulls. Hissing sounds announced arrows falling from above, and Gelnin moved out in front, deftly blocking what arrows he could. Dalenar was barely gaining on the king—Elhokar rode at an insane gallop toward the tower, without even a shieldbearer to protect him.


    Dalenar moved in quickly, galloping his mount toward the tower while the archers were mostly focused on the king. Even still, several of them noticed him, and the arrows continued to fall. As Dalenar approached, he made out a brown banner on the front of the tower—it bore the glyph Jie, the symbol of a man forsaken, the Traitor’s adopted crest.


    Suddenly, a galloping horse moved in beside Dalenar. Aredor’s face was urgent as he gestured to the side. “Father, there!”


    Dalenar turned, then cursed quietly as he noticed three mounted figures rounding the back of the tower. All three bore glistening armor, and all three rode directly for the king. Dalenar hadn’t seen many Prallan Shardbearers during Elhokar’s three-year campaign—Pralir had been a poorer country even before sheltering the Traitor and inviting Alethkar’s invasion. Apparently, they had been saving some surprises.


    “The tower is a ruse,” Aredor said. “The men atop it bear the armor of footmen.”


    Dalenar nodded. Elhokar’s hatred for the Traitor was well-known; this wasn’t the first time Elhokar had left the safety of his lines to try and kill his enemy. The king had sworn an oath that no hand but his own would take the head of the Traitor.


    “I’ll help the king,” Dalenar said, turning Stormwind. “You move around to the side and try and take down that tower.”


    Aredor nodded, breaking off to the right to dodge another swarm of arrows. Dalenar galloped toward Elhokar, hoofbeats beating against the slickrock.


    A sudden, inhuman scream sounded ahead of him, and his shieldbearer’s mount toppled to the ground with an arrow in its chest, throwing Gelnin from his saddle. Dalenar barely ducked his own mount to the side to avoid the wreckage, continuing on without a backward glance.


    The king stood defiantly on the rocky ground, arrows hailing around him. His horse had fallen, and he was raising his weapon toward the approaching Shardbearers.


    An arrow snapped against Dalenar’s shoulder, marring the silver gilding but not even scratching the Shardplate beneath. Dalenar ground his teeth—they had already lost two horses, an incalculable price for Elhokar’s foolishness. If he lost Stormwind to an arrow as well . . .


    Fortunately, it didn’t appear as if that would happen. A last hail of arrows fell, several striking the ground around Dalenar, as Aredor reached the tower. The boy had summoned his Shardblade, and the weapon twinkled brightly as he swung it to the side. The Blade sheared through the side of the tower, cutting free an enormous chunk of wood—including the axle of the front side wheel. The tower lurched, the pullmen at the front scattering. Aredor’s weapon flashed again, and the tower tipped to the side, throwing free archers and spearmen alike as it crashed to the stones below.


    The cessation of the arrows felt like a weight lifting from Dalenar’s shoulders, and he took a deep breath. Ahead, the three Shardbearers had reached the king. Elhokar’s Shardblade was thinner than Dalenar’s, but far more intricate. In fact, it looked more like a piece of art than a weapon, inscribed with a tenset glyphs and a massive sunburst at its center.


    The lead Prallan Shardbearer—a man in dark charcoal Shardplate bearing a crest that Dalenar did not recognize—dismounted and leapt toward the king, a Shardblade glistening in his hands. The other two men pulled backward to wait for the results of the fight, as prescribed by Protocol.


    Dalenar charged the nearest of the two, a younger man with no crest on his armor—though he wore one on his cloak. The boy’s Shardplate, in fact, looked beaten and was scarred in several areas—he had probably inherited it recently, his brother or father dead in a duel, and it hadn’t had time to repair itself. The young man’s Blade was simple and nondescript, probably unbonded.


    Dalenar tried to ignore the boy’s apparent inexperience—hesitance, even in the name of mercy, brought death. He swung as he charged past the boy, his Shardblade slicing the air. The boy parried deftly, but the move still threw him off-balance; he obviously wasn’t accustomed to mounted dueling. Before Elhokar’s invasion, the lad probably hadn’t seen swordplay outside of courtside duels. A better man than Dalenar would have dismounted and allowed the boy to fight as he was accustomed.


    Dalenar spun Stormwind, using the momentum to smash Oathbringer into the boy’s weapon, knocking it aside. His backhand slice took the young man in the neck. There was a clang of metal, Blade biting Plate, cutting and bending the magical steel as only a Shardblade could. The boy’s Plate held, but it was badly scarred. His neckguard was twisted to the side, and the metal of the helm could no longer turn, forcing the boy to watch Dalenar sideways.


    Dalenar raised his blade. The boy raised his own, refusing to yield. With an inward sigh, Dalenar nudged Stormwind forward and finished the job. A second blow, placed at the exact angle of the first, broke the already-strained armor. Body and head slid from the horse separately, and the boy’s Shardblade dropped from limp fingers. The weapon hit the ground point-first and sank several feet into the hard stone.


    Dalenar lowered his weapon, and a second later Stormwind screamed in pain, throwing Dalenar free as a Prallan spearman rammed his weapon through the beast’s neck.


    Dalenar crashed to the ground. He lay dazed for a moment, the sounds of battle distant. Even before his hearing returned, he locked on the sight of a spear descending toward his face.


    He raised a desperate hand to block the blow. His hand was empty—he had dropped his Blade. So, instead, he kicked the spearman’s knee with the full power of Shardplate’s Awakened strength. There was a crack and a scream, and Dalenar rolled, sighting Oathbringer beside him, grabbing the weapon as he climbed to his feet.


    He came up facing a nervous group of five spearmen. They wore mismatched armor of wood and leather, bearing steel only in their caps and their spearheads. Their faces were desperate—they had been pushed across the Prallan Highlands for the better part of nine months, Elhokar’s armies defeating them at every conflict. They knew that this would be their last battle.


    Dalenar stepped backward, eyeing his opponents. The men should have attacked more quickly, while he had been prone. If not then, they should have rushed him at once, while he was still dazed, grabbing for his sword arm or striking at his face. They might have taken him. Their fear, however, held them back, and by the time they rushed forward—a mass of hysterical faces and quivering spears—Dalenar was ready.


    He spun, holding Oathbringer in two hands. The first pass sliced the ends off their spears. The second cut down all five in one sweep. Steel, flesh, or wood, it mattered not to the Shardblade.


    Dalenar shook the blood from his blade, pausing to throw a glance at the king. Elhokar still fought—his opponent was far more skilled than Dalenar’s had been. Dalenar turned, searching for the final Shardbearer, and found him battling against Aredor a short distance away. Both men were still mounted, and they fought unmolested by outside combatants. The spearmen knew better than to break Protocol by attacking Aredor while he was engaged in a duel.


    Dalenar stood for a moment, watching his son. Then he tore his eyes away. Aredor would be all right—the lad was nearly as fine a swordsman as his brother had been, and this wouldn’t be his first battlefield duel. Instead, Dalenar kept a wary eye on the Prallan soldiers. Their line was fracturing in several broad sections, and he was pleased to see a group of blue-uniformed soldiers peek through a short distance away.


    Within a few moments, the Prallan spearmen had retreated toward the thick of the battle. Above them, in the distance, the approaching highstorm dominated the sky, its darkness rolling forward like approaching night. It would hit soon. Dalenar turned, his section of the battlefield suddenly quiet as men moved to fight in other directions, leaving the dueling Shardbearers beside the corpse of the fallen tower.


    Dalenar caught motion out of the edge of his vision, and glanced toward Aredor’s battle. His son swung, striking his opponent in the chest with a powerful blow, sending the man backward off his horse to crash to the ground, Shardblade dropping from his fingers. Aredor lowered his Blade, and the Prallan raised his hands in a sign of yielding. He would lose his armor and Blade, but would keep his life.


    Elhokar, however, wasn’t faring as well. He fought with the smooth sweeping blows of Airform—a dueling stance that had never quite suited him. Elhokar was a man of quick temper and firm strikes, but he had always resisted Dalenar’s suggestions that he study Fireform or Quartzform. Airform was the form of kings, Elhokar had always claimed.


    His opponent fought with the careful, misdirecting attacks of Smokeform. The man in brown armor was an obvious master of the style. He struck carefully—never with much force, but each blow weakened Elhokar’s Shardplate. The king’s own blows missed far more often than not.


    Dalenar stepped forward quietly, joining his son and the defeated enemy Shardbearer in watching the royal duel. After everything that had happened—the years of accusations, the squabbles on the borders, and the final daring invasion across the thin-necked sea of Chomar—it could all end with a simple stroke of the sword. Elhokar should have known to stay on his tower, to remain where he could not be challenged.


    Yet, Dalenar felt it difficult to stoke his frustration. Elhokar’s father had known better, but that was because he had learned better. Nolhonarin had nearly lost his life in a half-tenset foolish duels before learning temperance.


    It happened in a flash. Elhokar, off-guard. The man in brown striking. The blow took Elhokar in the head, bending his helm, twisting it to block his vision and throwing him to the ground with its force. Dalenar inhaled quickly, thinking of his own duel just moments before.


    And then Elhokar attacked. His blade guided by instinct, his eyes blocked by steel, Elhokar drove his blade upwards as he knelt on the stone. It slid smoothly between the small space beneath his opponent’s breastplate, driving up to the heart. The enemy Shardbearer jerked, then dropped his Blade and toppled backward. The weapon clanged to the ground before Elhokar.


    “Your Majesty,” Dalenar said with relief, stepping forward as Elhokar stood and pulled off his helmet. “That was too close a duel.”


    The king tossed the mangled helm to the side with an off-handed gesture. “I was always in control, Uncle.”


    “Even when you couldn’t see what you were doing?” Dalenar said with a snort.


    Elhokar turned toward him, eyes unyielding. “You’re the one who taught me that a true duelist strikes with his soul, not with his eyes. My opponent was a fool.” He turned, obviously considering the topic to be at an end, and regarded the fallen tower. “The Traitor was not here.”


    “No, Your Majesty,” Dalenar said, nodding for his son to go and gather the Shardblades of the fallen men. As the spoils of battlefield duels won by men who already had Blades themselves, the weapons would become the property of the king, to be distributed as he wished.


    Elhokar frowned, turning toward the battlefield and studying the movements of troops. It was difficult to make much from the mass of brown and blue without the tower’s vantage. Thousands of men, hundreds of squads, fought on the field. They had to get the king back to the safety of their lines before the Traitor’s generals decided to try for his life again.


    “What is that?” Elhokar said, pointing with a gauntleted fist. At first, Dalenar worried he had seen another tower. The king, however, was pointing toward a stony hillside at the back of the battlefield, behind the Alethkar line.


    Dalenar squinted, trying to make out what had drawn the king’s attention. The darkening sky was making it difficult to see.


    “The western flank,” Aredor said, stepping up beside his father, the three Shardblades held carefully before him. “Our line is withdrawing.”


    Elhokar cursed. “That move exposes our entire central line! Who is in charge back there?”


    “My son,” Dalenar said.


    “Renarin? The boy couldn’t duel a blind woman.”


    “He’s well-practiced at tactics,” Dalenar said stiffly. “If you’d wanted to appoint someone else, you should have done it before you went dashing off to try and get yourself killed.”


    Elhokar turned, his eyes dark at the lack of respect.


    Be careful, Dalenar warned himself. This is not your brother. Elhokar is a different man. “We should return, Your Majesty,” Dalenar said, wrestling down his anger. “It is not safe.”


    Elhokar waved his hand dismissively at the word ‘safe.’ His honor guard had finally managed to catch up, pushing through a widening gap that was dividing the Prallan army into two separate forces. In the distance, several more Prallan towers were rolling forward into the fray—a final, desperate attempt to turn the battle. However, with the Aleth central line threatened, they could actually make a difference.


    Dalenar felt a sudden stab of worry. The battle had nearly been theirs. However, if the Prallans pressed the west, and if those towers held . . .


    Renarin, what in the name of the Thoughtgiver are you doing?


    The honor guard approached, accompanied by a large group of spearmen and one mounted man. Meridas regarded the corpses and fallen tower with his usual indifference. Dalenar, however, was impressed to see the man approach. Meridas was no Shardbearer—his armor was a simple breastplate of normal steel, and he wore a regular sword at his side. Venturing away from the relative safety of the tower was a brave feat, even if he was accompanied by several hundred soldiers.


    “Meridas,” the king said as the counselor bowed deferentially. “Good. I need your horse.”


    “Your Majesty?” the merchant asked with concern as Elhokar dismissed his Blade—the weapon disappearing back into smoke—and clinked forward, waving for the tall merchant to dismount.


    “Elhokar . . .” Dalenar said warningly.


    The king, however, simply raise a forestalling hand. “I’m just going back to the tower, Uncle. I need to find out how much of a mess your son has made of our battle.”


    “The scouts discovered an army of Prallans far to the west,” Meridas explained as he dismounted. “I told him to send a messenger for you, but he withdrew the line instead, fearing that we would be flanked.”


    Dalenar frowned, finally understanding Meridas’s willingness to enter the field. This wasn’t the loyal vassal braving the battle to seek his king, it was the petulant underling seeking an ear to tell his tale.


    “Your Majesty,” Dalenar said, stepping forward. “Wait for Aredor to—”


    The king mounted Meridas’s horse, then kicked it into a gallop without a word. Dalenar tried to summon his frustration, but it was growing increasingly difficult. He had sworn his life to defend the son of the brother he had loved. Spears he could block, Shardbearers he could duel, but the boy’s own stubbornness made for an impossible battle.


    Behind him, several attendants stripped the Shardplate off the young man Dalenar had killed. He had been no older than Renarin, a boy forced into the role of a man by circumstances and title. Once, hatred and fury had lent Dalenar their power. Now, pity was sapping his strength as steadily as age.


    He was so distracted by his unpleasant emotions that it took him a moment to register Aredor’s yell. Dalenar’s head snapped up, turning toward his son, who was leaping atop his horse and summoning his Shardblade.


    Dalenar followed his son’s gaze, looking past the frantic honor guard, past the confused Meridas. The king had been unhorsed somehow, and stood, looking dazed, his Shardblade still unsummoned. Above him a mounted figure raised its weapon to strike again. A fourth enemy Shardbearer. Where had he come from?


    They were too far away. Aredor couldn’t get to him, and the honor guard had been left behind. Blue-uniformed corpses lay scattered around the two figures—men cut down while Dalenar hadn’t been looking. Other spearmen were running away, or standing stunned. The king . . .


    One solitary spearman in blue suddenly dashed across the rocks and jumped at the unnamed Shardbearer. Only one man.


    But it was enough. The spearman jumped up with a heroic bound, tossing aside his spear and grabbing hold of the enemy Shardbearer’s waist. The weight threw off the surprised Prallan’s strike, and he missed the king. Unbalanced, the Shardbearer reached desperately for his reins, but missed. He tumbled backward, the brave Aleth spearman hanging stubbornly to the man’s waist.


    The king recovered his wits, summoning his Shardblade and backing away. Tensets of footmen, realizing their opportunity, jumped for the fallen Shardbearer, spears raised.


    “Where did he come from?” Dalenar demanded, regarding the fallen Shardbearer. The man’s armor was unnaturally nondescript. It bore no scars from battle, but it also bore no crests, silks, or ornamentations. Even the paint had been removed, leaving it a dull-grey color. The man’s face was a mess—the Alethkar spearmen had made absolutely certain that he would not rise to get revenge.


    Most strange, however, was his Shardblade. It was not a Blank—it bore the intricacies of a weapon long-bonded. This man had been no recent inheritor. Dalenar had only seen the man alive briefly, but brief assessments were the soul of dueling. This had been a warrior comfortable with fighting on horseback, a man who knew precisely how to strike a standing foe. A man who had managed to unhorse, and nearly kill, Elhokar.


    “He came from behind our ranks, Father,” Aredor said quietly. The young man stood beside Dalenar, looking down at the corpse. “I saw him too late—he came riding up the conduit our own forces made when they divided the Prallans. He moved quickly, masking his approach by staying to lower ground. He took down the king’s horse in one blow, then waited until His Majesty rose to make his second strike.”


    “He was Prallan slime,” Elhokar spat with a loud voice. He stood a short distance away, still without a helm, waving away healers and attendants. “He ignored Protocol. He attacked me with my Shardblade unsummoned, and then tried to strike me down while I was unhorsed. Strip his armor from him and leave the body to rot with the common men—he wore no crest, so he will receive no lord’s burial.”


    Dalenar stood for a moment longer, regarding the dead lord’s gruesome visage, before shaking his head. Whoever he had been, it was probably better for his family—and his legacy—that his disgraceful attack on the king remained unlinked to his name.


    In the distance, the Royal Tower and its hulking chulls rolled toward them, though for the moment the barren hillside—the same place where the king had nearly been killed—had become an impromptu center of command. Elhokar’s order, supplemented by suggestions from Lady Jasnah back at the command tent, reorganized the Aleth lines and minimized the damage Renarin’s move had caused. As for the five thousand men Renarin had ordered out to attack the second army, they could do nothing—at least, not until the highstorm had passed.


    “My lord?” a hopeful man said. Dalenar turned, regarding a scruffy-bearded spearman with a broad smile and the rank glyph of a fifth footman.


    “What is it?” Dalenar asked.


    “Well, my lord, I’m captain of the squad who killed the Shardbearer, you see,” the man said eagerly.


    Dalenar regarded the fallen Shardbearer again. Traditionally, the armor and weapon would go to the fortunate spearman who had made the kill—instantly propelling him to lordship and Shardbearer status. However, practical experience had long since proven that group efforts were common in defeating a Shardbearer. When it could not be determined who had actually struck the killing blow, the Blade was usually bestowed on the commander of the squad who had performed the deed.


    Dalenar shot a look at the king, who was speaking with messengers from the royal tower in a quiet voice, his face growing increasingly angry. At least a tenset footmen stood a short distance away—each one bearing a bloody spear, their eyes eager. No doubt their captain had promised to reward them for their support, once he had the Shardblade.


    These were the men who, just moments ago, couldn’t get out of the way quickly enough. They scattered and left the king to his fate. Now they want to claim the reward for themselves.


    “Your Majesty,” Dalenar said loudly, drawing the king’s attention from his attendants.


    “What?” the king snapped.


    “What should we do with this man’s Plate and Blade?”


    Elhokar waved a hand uncaringly. “Give them to the captain of the spearmen.”


    The captain puffed up at the comment, smiling broadly.


    Dalenar frowned. “Your Majesty, might I suggest we give the spoils to the man who saved you, the one who pulled the nameless lord from his saddle?”


    Elhokar’s face darkened slightly at the words ‘saved you.’ However, he waved his consent, turning back to his messengers, sending several of them off in various directions.


    “Well?” Dalenar demanded, turning to the shocked spear captain. “Where is he?”


    “Merin took a blow to the head when he fell from the saddle,” a soldier called. Dalenar pushed his way forward, joining a group of spearmen who knelt around an unconscious form. The king’s savior was surprisingly young—sixteen, perhaps seventeen.


    “See that he’s taken to the healers’ tents,” Dalenar said. “Tell them he’s a nobleman now.”


    Several soldiers nodded and Dalenar turned, looking upward. The sky seemed to boil with darkness, clouds spawning from one another, creeping forward. A moment later, the highstorm hit.


    Dalenar pulled his cloak tight, leaning against the inside of the Royal Tower. The wood groaned behind him, buffeted by the highstorm winds outside. Fortunately, it was only a spring storm. Back at the camp, raincatchers would be gathering the precious water, without which the army would have difficulty surviving on the stormlands. On the battlefield, however, the rain was only an annoyance—one that Dalenar, sitting inside the wooden tower, did not have to deal with. Nobility did have its privileges.


    The Prallans should not have committed their towers. The winds, while not as powerful as those of a summer storm, were strong nonetheless. More importantly, the Prallan towers were not well constructed. The Royal Aleth Towers had been designed by the finest architects of Roshar; their tops could be collapsed to make them more squat, and their sides bore ropes to be tied down or held by unlucky footmen. They could survive all but the most furious of storms.


    The Prallans were not so fortunate. Their towers had been thrown together hastily to fend against the Aleth advance. They were weak and flimsy. Messengers periodically arrived at the tower door, dripping wet from the storm, telling them of events outside. Over half of the Traitor’s towers—no longer protected behind hills as they should have been—had toppled before the storm’s might. Lady Jasnah’s planning had proven itself once again. Though the battle had looked uncertain for a moment, the time of worry was past—without their towers, the Prallans had little hope of winning the day, despite Renarin’s maneuver.


    The fighting had stopped for the moment. Spring highstorms were generally about an hour in length, and they were windy enough—and dark enough—to make fighting inefficient. Those men important enough to stay dry sought refuge inside of towers; the rest were forced to seek what shelter they could in the curves of the land.


    Dalenar shivered. It was hard to believe that only a half hour before he had been sweating in his armor. He had been forced to stand in the storm for several minutes while the tower was prepared, and he had grown sodden in the first waves of rain. His armor seemed to draw in the chill of the storm, and was cold against his body. Fortunately, he didn’t have to worry about it rusting—Shardplate was as resistant to the elements as it was to weapons. Dalenar’s own suit had been in the Kholin family for four centuries, and before that it had belonged to a different royal family. In fact, there wasn’t a set that didn’t date back to the Ninth Epoch or before. Even the youngest suits of Plate were nearly a thousand years old—others had lasted for close to two millennia.


    They had been crafted by Awakeners to increase a man’s strength, stamina, and agility. Unfortunately, when the Epoch Kingdom craftsmen had made the armor, they hadn’t thought to add some kind of mystical heating power. Dalenar shivered again, grumbling to himself about Awakeners and their general lack of practical understanding.


    He leaned forward, trying to warm his hands against the lantern. Around him, generals and lords sat in quiet conference. Elhokar waited impatiently at the far end of the gloomy structure, resting against the side of the tower. He probably would have ridden out into the storm if he’d though he could get away with it.


    Renarin sat with his brother, looking even more miserable than Dalenar felt. The boy had borne the brunt of a royal tirade for his problematic decision.


    Dalenar shook his head. Somehow, the Traitor had uncovered more troops. By all intelligence reports, the man had been forced to commit every soldier he had to the battlefield. Yet he had found more. By the time his secret flanking army had been discovered, most of the Aleth reserves had already been committed to the battlefield—basic strategy said that when you were defeating your opponents, you wanted to defeat them as soundly as possible. Once Elhokar’s forces had gained the upper hand, most of the reserves had been applied to increase pressure on the Prallans, forcing them to use their towers.


    Without reserves, Renarin had decided to withdraw the western line and send it out to face the advancing force. Unfortunately, he hadn’t waited for a complete scouting report before making his move. They didn’t know how many Prallans were out there—the highstorm had hit before the messengers could get an accurate count—yet Renarin had already played their hand. He should have sent more scouts, and sent warning to the king of the approaching force.


    Renarin’s maneuver hadn’t been a terrible one, but it had been hasty. It was not a choice Dalenar would have made, but he could see another commander giving those same orders. The king was not as lenient as Dalenar—he was furious about not being informed. Unfortunately, Renarin’s lack of self-confidence only lent fire to Elhokar’s censure.


    On the other side of the tower, the king continued to fidget. Dalenar knew the young king well—he wasn’t really mad that Renarin had committed the reserves. Much would have been forgiven if it hadn’t been for a single fact—the scouts claimed that the Traitor himself rode with the flanking force. Dalenar could see Elhokar’s hands twitching, yearning to summon his Blade and attack the man who had killed his father.


    Dalenar shook his head. Elhokar needn’t have worried. The entire army knew that the king had sworn to severely punish any man who robbed him of the pleasure of killing the Traitor himself. Renarin’s force wouldn’t attack the Traitor’s banner until the king arrived. Besides, they would have stopped for the highstorm like the rest of the army. Elhokar would have his chance soon enough. Once the storm passed, the king could regain command and ride out to see if the scout reports were true.


    The tower creaked one last wooden groan, quivering beneath a final gust of wind, and then all was still. The highstorm had passed.


    “Gather my honor guard and find me another horse,” Elhokar said to an attendant, striding toward the door. He paused, looking back. “Move quickly, Uncle, unless you want to be left behind again.”


    Water could bring life even to the seemingly barren stormlands. Rockbuds appeared to be simple stones until they sensed water on their shells; with the fall of the highstorm rains, the false rocks split, revealing the delicate petals and thirsty vines that hid inside. The plants opened only after storms, their petals uncurling to lap up a few moments of sun, their vines creeping down to soak in the puddles of rainwater. Tiny, crablike crustaceans scurried from fissures and cracks, digging in the temporary muck and feeding on the exposed plants.


    Traipsing across the slick stone, seeing the rockbuds in bloom, made Dalenar think of his home—a land where the plants didn’t need to cower within rocky shells between highstorms. Kholinar, a land where stone walls were covered with blooming polyps, where the boulders were draped in vines and the air was cool with humidity. The highstorms were weak back in the Kholinar Lait—the lowland valley was surrounded with hills just steep enough to protect it from the fury of the winds, yet not sheer enough to bring danger of flash floods.


    Once, battle had made Dalenar thirsty for more of the same, but now it seemed only to make him long for the warmth of his hearth. If all went well, he could be back at Kholinar within the month.


    Elhokar rode defiantly ahead, crossing the rock on someone’s roan stallion. Around him strode seven thousand troops and a tenset Shardbearers, Dalenar and his two sons included. If the Traitor truly marched with this flanking force, then he would not escape a duel with Elhokar.


    Dalenar hustled, his armor clanking as he jogged up beside the king’s horse. His body protested the motion—he had taxed it much these last few weeks, and the remainder of the trip would be even worse. Elhokar rode on one of the last horses in the entire army—the beasts were extremely expensive to import from Shinavar, and even harder to care for in the harsh stormland climate. Even many noblemen had difficulty affording a mount—of the ten Dalenar had brought with him to Prallah, only two remained, and he didn’t plan to risk any more in battle.


    “Elhokar,” Dalenar said as he approached the king’s horse, “I don’t like this. We’ve had no word from the force my son sent, and we still don’t know the size of the enemy. We could be marching into an ambush.”


    Elhokar didn’t reply. He did, however, have his Blade in hand already. “I sent scouts, Uncle,” he replied. “We will not make your son’s same mistake.”


    Dalenar sighed. The stormlands expanded into the distance, endless hills of naked stone broken only by the occasional formation of rock. Directly ahead of them, the stone rose into a moderate-sized butte, steep-sided and formed of dark brown stone. Their last report from the reserve forces placed them a short distance ahead, on the other side of the butte.


    Something seemed wrong to Dalenar. They were too far away to see anything, but his conclusions came from instinct rather than sight. His feeling of dread was confirmed by the sight of an approaching scout, running across the hills with an urgent step.


    “Halt the column,” Dalenar ordered.


    Elhokar eyed him, but did not contradict the order. The seven tensquads pulled to a halt, waiting for the solitary scout to approach.


    “What is up there?” Elhokar demanded as soon as the man arrived. “Is there fighting?”


    The scout shook his head, puffing for breath. “No, Your Majesty . . . or, at least, it isn’t going on anymore. . . .”


    “What?” Elhokar demanded. “What did you see?”


    The scout shook his head again, looking confused. “They’re . . . dead, Your Majesty. All of them.”


    The scout had not exaggerated. Dalenar stepped solemnly through the field of corpses, blue and brown uniforms intermixed, weapons clutched in dead fingers. The small valley was a scene of absolute carnage. Nothing stirred; even the wind seemed silent, as if the Almighty Himself were hesitant to speak.


    The soldiers of their seven tensquads stood at the edge of the battlefield, looking in at the fallen, remaining where the king had ordered them. Only Shardbearers and a few important commanders picked their way across the field, examining the dead.


    Dalenar frowned, kneeling beside the body of a fallen soldier—a young spearman in blue. The boy wore the leather skirt and wooden plate armor of the standard Aleth footman. Yet he had not been killed by another spearman—the side of his head had been crushed in. Heavy infantry, then? Most heavy infantry carried hammers, maces, or axes instead of spears. But heavy infantry made up a very small percentage of most armies, and that was especially true of the Prallans, who hadn’t the resources of the Aleth military.


    He stood and wandered across the field, examining the fallen—trying to see beyond the faces of the dead, trying to sense the flow of the battle that had claimed their lives. It was immediately obvious that the Prallan force had been larger—far larger. There were at least three brown-clothed corpses on the ground for every blue one.


    Over fifteen thousand. . . . Dalenar thought with amazement. How in the name of the Lawbringer did our men stand against such odds?


    The valley was hedged on one side by the plateau, and bore a large crack in the ground directly opposite. It would have been possible for the Aleth soldiers to use the columnlike valley to hold a strong line, keeping themselves from being surrounded. But that was a defensive maneuver—even if the Aleths had managed to successfully hold such a formation, they couldn’t have killed so many of the enemy.


    Besides, the corpses told Dalenar a different story. They spoke of no defensive formation, but a haphazard offense—a scattered mixing of sides. Very few men on the entire field had been killed by spears—yet nearly all wielded them. Their wounds were washed of blood—as if they had fought and died during the rains of the highstorm.


    It didn’t make sense. Even assuming that there had been Prallan survivors, it seemed impossible that so many had been killed by the Aleth force—especially if the Prallan army had contained as much heavy infantry as the damage seemed to imply. It was wrong, all wrong.


    There is no way our force did this, Dalenar thought, scanning the battlefield. Even with three Shardbearers, they could not have done this much damage.


    Something very strange had happened on this battlefield. The dead whispered to him clues of their struggle, and only one thing made sense. A third force had attacked both of them. But how would such a force have gathered without Elhokar’s scouts locating them, and how had they escaped so cleanly?


    They would still be close. “Your Majesty!” Dalenar said. “I want you out of here. Now.”


    The king ignored him, stepping over a body, accompanied by Meridas and—by Dalenar’s command—Renarin and Aredor for protection. Elhokar walked through the bodies with an indifference—or, rather, a preoccupation. He was not callous, just determined. His eyes sought one thing.


    Dalenar studied the landscape urgently, sensing danger. He saw none, however. The plateau was low, and he could see nothing at its top. He waved over a few scouts and sent them searching anyway. Then he made his way over to the chasm. It was not an irregular feature—the highstorm rains carved out many a gully and fissure in the stone. The sides were sheer, and the bottom contained only rubble. No men had attacked from within its reaches.


    “There!” the king cried suddenly. Dalenar looked up to see Elhokar jump over a body and break into a run. Dalenar cursed, forcing himself to follow after, jogging in his Shardplate and trying to be as respectful toward the dead as possible. He kept his eyes up, the sense of danger still keen. Yet no army appeared to attack—if, indeed, a third force had come upon these men in the rains, it had fled quickly to forestall retribution.


    Dalenar caught up to the king as Elhokar knelt down to tug at a bloodied banner. It bore the glyph Jie. Beneath it lay a haunting face. He had once been known as Oshlen Reil, though his lord’s name had been stripped from him after his murder of King Nolhonarin. Since that day, Olshen had simply been known as the Traitor.


    And he was very, very dead.


    “No . . .” Elhokar said, falling to his knees on the bloodied ground, bowing his head.


    Aredor nudged Dalenar, pointing to the side. “That one’s Talhmeshas,” he said, pointing at another corpse. Talhmeshas Pralir—king of the Prallan state of Pralir, the nation that had harbored the Traitor and invited Aleth invasion. Dalenar frowned, studying the bodies. Both had been stripped of their Plate and Blades.


    Elhokar knelt, stunned, beside the body of the man who had killed his father. Eventually, he picked up his Blade and rammed it into the stone beside the dead man’s face. “All these years,” Elhokar whispered, “fighting. Looking for him. Longing to feel his blood on my Blade . . .”


    Dalenar shook his head. At least the king had no one to blame for stealing his vengeance—the man who had killed the traitor undoubtedly lay dead on this field somewhere.


    The king looked up with a sudden motion, then stood, sliding his Blade free from its stone sheath. There was . . . danger in his eyes.


    Dalenar felt a chill. There was no one to blame, unless—


    Elhokar pointed at Renarin. “You took this from me,” he hissed.


    Dalenar gritted his teeth, placing his hand on Elhokar’s iron shoulder. “Your Majesty—”


    Elhokar shook the hand free with a sharp movement. “Stay out of this, Uncle.” The king raised his blade, falling into Airform’s dueling stance, one foot placed forward, Blade held in two hands.


    Renarin took an uncertain step backward—his Blade wasn’t even summoned. Elhokar had been right about one thing; the boy was a terrible duelist. And, despite his shortcomings, Elhokar was one of the finest in Alethkar.


    “Elhokar!” Dalenar snapped, stepping between the two. “This is my son!”


    Elhokar stood, weapon outstretched. Dalenar had seen such a seething hatred in the young king’s eyes only one other time—the day he had found his father’s body. Finally, he hissed in anger, but dismissed his blade.


    “He forfeits his Shardblade,” Elhokar snapped, standing upright. “He drops from Fifth to Thirteenth Lord, and he shall not inherit, even if Aredor should die.”


    “What?” Aredor asked incredulously, steeping up to his younger brother’s side. Aredor’s Blade was still out, Dalenar noticed—and unlike his brother, Aredor was quite competent.


    “Elhokar,” Dalenar said quietly, stepping up to the king. “This is excessive. The boy only did what—”


    “The boy’s leadership made me an oathbreaker,” Elhokar said. “I swore to take the Traitor’s life myself—every man in the army knew that. The soldiers who disobeyed my order are dead, but the responsibility for their act lies with the one who commanded them.”


    Dalenar held his tongue, afraid that his response would be unfitting of a nobleman. His hand, however, quivered as he gripped Oathbringer’s familiar hilt.


    “It’s not just the Traitor’s death, Uncle. The boy nearly cost us this day’s battle. I will not have him in a position where he can take command again. Either he gives up the Blade now, or he duels me for the opportunity to keep it.”


    The wind finally started blowing again, a light breeze, sending a ripple across the tattered cloaks of the fallen men. The Voice of the Almighty, it was called. Dalenar felt it whisper to him—whisper temperance as he gritted his teeth, facing down the son of the brother he had loved so much. Finally, he turned away.


    “Do as he says, Renarin,” he said.


    “Father, no!” Aredor cried.


    Renarin, however, was his normal quiet self as he summoned his Blade. Ten heartbeats passed as a season, and the boy knelt, proffering the Blade. Nolhonarin had presented the weapon to Dalenar on the eve of the boy’s birth, as he had done the day Aredor was born. Renarin had carried it since the day of his charan.


    Elhokar took the weapon, then pulled out a steel-handled dagger. He slammed the butt of the dagger against the pommel of Renarin’s Shardblade, knocking free the black opal that formed the pommelstone—the opal was the “shard” of a Shardblade, the object that made it possible to bond weapon and man.


    The opal dropped to the stones, clicking softly. Then Elhokar spun, marching from the battlefield. The collected Shardbearers and commanders who had gathered around the scene slowly trickled away, their faces uncomfortable.


    Renarin stared down at the opal. Aredor knelt by his brother, his face dark. He would have fought to keep his Blade—he was like his older brother, Sheneres. Determined, unyielding. Sheneres had died at the hands of the Traitor that same night, the night Nolhonarin had died. The boy had died in defense of his king, but there had been no time for Dalenar to seek his own vengeance. Only the king’s revenge mattered. Dalenar was Elhokar’s Parshen. His will was swallowed in that of his king. Such was his duty.


    Dalenar turned away from the boys, looking up toward the horizon. He could still see the darkness of the highstorm retreating in the distance.


    “Come, Renarin, Aredor,” he mumbled. “We must return to the camp.”


    Chapter 3: Merin 1


    The monks taught that wind was the voice of the Almighty. The storms were His fury—a tempest to remind of His omnipotent will. The gentle breezes were His love—a calm reminder that He was watching, and that He cared for those below.


    From his haze of near-wakefulness, Merin could feel the wind blowing across his face. Despite the slight pounding in his head, he lay peacefully, letting the wind soothe him. Wherever he had gone in life, the wind had been his companion. It had blown over his back as he worked the fields back in Alethkar. It had ruffled his cloak as he had marched across lonely stormlands in Prallah. It had been behind his spear as he fought in the King’s Army. At times, Merin thought he could feel the presence of the Almighty, that he could hear a wind before it arrived. Then he knew that he was not alone. Someone was watching over him.


    He took a deep breath, then opened his eyes. The tent ceiling overhead was unexpected. He groaned slightly, propping himself up. He lay on a comfortable mat in a large, open-sided tent. He recognized it—he had helped put it up on several occasions. It was the healers’ tent—but he was on the wrong side. He wasn’t lying with the regular soldiers, but instead on a special pallet over in the . . .


    “Merin!” a voice exclaimed.


    Merin turned as a couple of figures approached, smiling. Ren, Sanas, and Vezin were spearmen from his squad—spearmen, like himself, who had been trained from small Tenth Villages in rural Alethkar. As they approached, Merin sensed a hesitance in their faces.


    “Uh, are you feeling better, my lord?” Sanas asked as the men paused beside Merin’s pallet, just inside the tent.


    Merin frowned. “Lord? Who are you . . . ?” Then he saw it. Sitting at the end of his cot, lying across the top of a cloth-wrapped package.


    A Shardblade.


    It came back to him. He had been on the battlefield, in his formation. Orders had come from the generals to divide the enemy troops, splitting them along the fissure created by the king’s honor guard. Merin’s squad had fought on the eastern internal flank, pushing the enemy back, making way for their towers to roll forward.


    Then he had come. The martial force that every spearman feared, yet every spearman dreamed of defeating. A Shardbearer.


    Riding a massive war stallion, his armor unadorned, the man had cut through the Aleth ranks with ease, slaughtering footmen, batting away spears. That blade had cut the tip from Merin’s own weapon as it passed, leaving him with a useless stub. The soldier standing beside him had died with an almost casual swipe of the Shardbearer’s weapon.


    Merin had watched the king’s horse die from a single blow. He had seen his squad scattering in fear before the deadly blade. And . . . he had run. Dropping his broken spear, he had dashed forward, and . . .


    “By the winds,” Merin mumbled. “That has to be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done!”


    “It worked, though,” Ren said quietly, looking toward the end of the mat.


    Merin paused. He can’t be saying what I think he’s saying. It can’t be. . . .


    Merin slowly pulled the blanket off his legs and knelt before the sword, ignoring the pain in his head. He reached forward tentatively, running his fingers along the blade. It was enormous, almost as long as a footman’s spear. The weapon glistened silvery, but the design of the metal made it seem as if it were crafted from thousands of small quartz gemstones. Four intricate glyphs were etched into the blade, subtly created by the orientation of the quartz pattern.


    “It’s . . .” Merin trailed off. It was his. He grabbed the handle with suddenly eager fingers, hefting the Blade.


    “Wow,” he mumbled. “It’s a lot heavier than I thought it would be. The stories always say Shardblades are light!”


    Of course, it was a lot lighter than a weapon its size would normally have been. Even with two years of spearman’s training, Merin probably wouldn’t have been strong enough to lift such a massive weapon if it had been constructed of normal steel. The Shardblade was heavy, but no heavier than a regular sword.


    “Here,” he said, turning to the others. “Try it.”


    The three spearmen didn’t move.


    “What?” Merin asked.


    “You’re not supposed to let anyone else hold your Blade, um, my lord,” Sanas said. “They told us to wait here until you awakened, to make sure nothing happened to the Blade. Now that you’re up, we’re supposed to go back to the squad camp. . . .”


    Merin moved to stand. “I’ll go with you. It would be good to see everyone.”


    The three exchanged awkward glances. “Um, if you want to, my lord. . . .” Sanas said.


    Merin paused. Even the normally enthusiastic Ren seemed reserved. They were obviously happy to see him awake, but they were still . . . uncomfortable.


    “Maybe I’ll just wait here,” Merin said.


    The three smiled. “You’re a lord now, Merin,” Sanas explained. “A Fifth Lord. You don’t belong with spearmen. But, well . . . you give us hope. It’s good to know someone made it, after all the talk and stories.”


    “Everyone in the army heard about you,” Ren said eagerly. “You saved the king’s life! Old Captain Tunac wasn’t very happy when you got the Blade instead of him, but what’s he going to do about it? Eh, uh, my lord?” The short man chuckled.


    The three stood awkwardly for a moment. Then they bowed and left. Merin watched them go, fingers still resting on the hilt of the Shardblade. You’re a lord now. It was unfathomable.


    Outside, he could see signs of the camp breaking down. No wonder his friends needed to return—deconstructing camp was an enormous task, and every hand was needed. Merin turned, motioning toward a healer. The aging man looked up, then quickly rushed over to Merin’s mat.


    “Yes, my lord?” he asked. His sleeves and clothing were speckled with blood, and his posture was tired.


    “Um, yes,” Merin said. How exactly did one speak like a lord, anyway? “Why are we breaking down camp?”


    “The Traitor is dead, my lord,” the healer explained, eager to help despite his obvious weariness. “As is the Pralir king. The war is ours—Lord Elhokar plans to march on the capital of Orinjah before the day is out.”


    Over. They had known it would end this day, one way or another. Captain Tunac had said this would probably be Pralir’s last stand.


    “Are you feeling better, my lord?” the healer asked. “You took a strong blow to the head, and slept all through the night. You woke a few times, but you were dazed and incoherent.”


    “I don’t remember that,” Merin confessed. “My head hurts a little bit, but I think I’m all right.”


    “Might I recommend a little more rest, my lord?” the man asked.


    Merin glanced toward the camp. Everyone had something to do. It felt wrong to sleep when everyone was so busy. “Am I allowed to leave?” Merin asked.


    “Of course, my lord. Just don’t do anything too strenuous, and check back with the healers at the end of the day.”


    Merin nodded, and the healer withdrew. As the man left, however, Merin realized something. “Healer,” he called.


    The elderly healer turned, eyebrow raised. “Yes, my lord?”


    “What is it I’m supposed to do? As a lord, I mean?”


    “I’m not sure, my lord,” the man said with amusement. “Perhaps that would be a question best asked of another lord.”


    “Good idea,” Merin said, climbing out of his bed. He was a bit dizzy as he stood, but the wave passed quickly. He reached over and picked up the Shardblade, then regarded the package underneath.


    “Your Shardplate, my lord,” the healer explained helpfully. “I can send some packmen for it, if you wish.”


    “Yes, that would be wonderful,” Merin said. He stepped outside the tent, standing in the morning light, and stopped.


    Now what?


    He thought for a moment, then glanced down at his Shardblade. There was one thing he’d always wondered. He walked over to a large boulder, then raised the Blade and thrust it into the stone.


    The ballads had exaggerated a bit. The Shardblade didn’t ‘cut through stone like the breezes cut the air.’ There was a resistance to his pushing, but with a small amount of effort, he was able to slide the blade into the boulder up to its hilt.


    Merin pulled the blade free, looking down at it with wonder. He backed up, hefting the Blade up over his shoulder, and swung with a mighty two-handed blow. The Blade sheared through the middle of the boulder—as if the momentum somehow increased the weapon’s sharpness—and whipped out the other side to slice clean through one of the healing tent’s support poles.


    The tent lurched slightly, one side drooping. Healers and patients alike looked out at a sheepish Merin, who lowered his Shardblade. “Uh, sorry!” he called before blushing and hurrying away.


    Still, the exhilaration of the moment did not pass. He finally let himself believe what had happened. He was a Shardbearer—he outranked a good three-quarters of the noble population. Only the lords of independent cities and their heirs were of a higher stature than Shardbearers. To capture a Blade on the field of battle . . . it was the dream of every lowly footman. It was the possibility that spawned stories, the hope that gave normal men the courage to face a Shardbearer, despite their bleak chances of success. But it had happened to Merin.


    Enthusiasm dulled slightly, however, as he reached the camp’s main thoroughfare. To his right, in the distance, he could see the white-and-blue banner marking Zircon Tensquad, his home of the last three years. A home to which he could not return.


    He looked down at the Blade. It was awkward to carry with its incredible length and super-sharp blade. It glistened in the sunlight, its quartzlike patterns shimmering. Apparently, they would fade over time. The markings were a manifestation of the bond the sword had had with its master—a man who was now dead.


    He couldn’t return to Zircon Tensquad, but that was only a manifestation of a larger issue. What of home? What of Stonemount, with its fields and simple farmers? No Shardbearers lived in small tribute villages—the ballads said they were needed to be at the sides of their lords, to go to war or to duel for honor. He would never be able to return to Stonemount. But he had no lordly family to honor and protect. He no longer had a place—not really a citizen, but not really a lord either.


    Not really a lord at all. Merin knew all the songs, from “The Chronicle of the First Return” to “The Storms of Summer.” He wasn’t a man like the stories, he was a boy who had acted without thought. His rescuing of the king had been done out of reflex and luck, not out of heroism. He hadn’t even really killed the enemy Shardbearer, only distracted him.


    This shouldn’t be mine, Merin thought. Surely someone will realize that.


    He looked up, turning from Zircon Tensquad’s tents and looking to the northern side of the camp—toward the tents of the noblemen. He would find his answers there.


    He began walking through the camp. Men bustled around him, collapsing tents, carrying supplies, packing equipment. Once he would have been befuddled by the enormous number of people. Stonemount was a Tenth City, a village of less than five hundred people. The tens of thousands that comprised the King’s Army had amazed him. Over time, however, the amazing had become mundane.


    He passed massive chulls rested within their pens, the sound of crunching rockbuds echoing from within their boulderlike shells. Dark-eyed Kaven tribesmen watched him as he passed, speaking to each other in their rumbling language. Soldiers yelled and barked, giving and receiving orders, preparing for the movement of a beast larger, even, than the chulls—the beast that was the army itself. It was a mass of swarming men, every one of whom seemed to have a purpose.


    Every one but Merin.


    The nobleman’s section wound around several hills which provided seclusion from both regular soldiers and highstorms. The lords each camped with their own entourage, depending on their rank and power. Here, the tents became more colorful, and the banners bore sculpted—sometimes unrecognizable—glyphs instead of just simple colored stripes.


    Merin paused. The glyphs represented houses, like the Shelh glyph that the one noble family in Stonemount had used, but these were unfamiliar to Merin. Who should he ask for help?


    The tents were being collapsed, falling flat like squashed winter mushrooms. The workers were mostly soldiers. Nearby, he could see a small group of noblemen—distinguished by their dyed cloaks and seasilk clothing—watching the proceedings. Merin approached them uncertainly. He was a nobleman now, so he probably shouldn’t bow. What, then? Call out a greeting?


    The lords noticed him before he made up his mind, their conversation falling silent. Beneath their disapproving stares, Merin was suddenly aware of his own clothing—simple tan trousers and shirt, stained from several years of use beneath his armor.


    “Is that a . . . Shardblade you hold, boy?” one of the lords asked. He was a tall man, with long dark hair and a haughty, peaked face.


    “It is. . . .” Merin said.


    “Who did you take it from, boy?” the lord asked, stepping forward with a curious eye.


    Merin took a step backward, grip tightening on the hilt of his sword. “I was given it by order of the king,” he informed. “On the battlefield, yesterday.”


    The nobleman frowned, pausing. He studied Merin more closely. “Ah, yes. I recognize you now.” Then, he simply snorted, and turned back to his companions. The four men continued their discussion, as if Merin weren’t even there.


    “Excuse me?” Merin asked, breaking into their conversation.


    The lead nobleman turned again, eyebrow raised. “What do you want, boy?”


    Merin flushed. “I’m just not certain what I should do,” he said. “Everybody’s preparing to leave. What’s my place?”


    “You can go help pack my tent, if you wish,” the nobleman said, waving indifferently toward a group of working soldiers a short distance away.


    Merin flushed again. Conditioning told him he should simply take the insult, but it seemed wrong to say nothing. “I don’t think you should speak to me like that,” Merin said slowly. “Doesn’t this Blade make me a lord, like you?”


    The nobleman raised an eyebrow. “A lord? Well, technically, I suppose. Like me? I think not. There are lords, boy, and there are lords.”


    “I’d be careful, Meridas,” a new voice said, coming from behind Merin. “That young man is a Shardbearer. Another insult or two, and I’d say he had legal grounds to challenge you to a lethal duel.”


    Merin froze. Meridas? He had heard that name before. Meridas was the king’s counselor—a very important man.


    Merin turned to glance behind. The newcomer was a much younger nobleman, perhaps five or six years Merin’s senior. The man stood leaning against a pile of packing crates a short distance away. His hair was light, his body lean and tall, and his seasilk shirt light blue against a darker blue cloak.


    “Why, if it isn’t Lord Aredor,” the nobleman, Meridas, said with an indifferent raise of the eyebrows.


    Lord Aredor—heir to Kholinar, son of Parshen Dalenar and cousin to the king. Merin realized with discomfort that this was the closest he’d ever stood to such noble blood.


    And he was about to get much closer. Aredor strolled over, placing a familial hand on Merin’s shoulder. “Really, Meridas. Show some respect. We owe a great debt to Lord Merin. He saved the king’s life, after all. Where were you when His Majesty was in danger, Meridas? Oh, wait, that’s right. You aren’t a Shardbearer. You were hiding back on the tower.”


    Lord Meridas did not rise to the insult. His face remained calm, his head nodded slightly, as if to concede Aredor the point. His three companions—all younger men—were far more excited. Oddly, they didn’t seem angered by the newcomer’s insults, but instead seemed eager to speak with him.


    “Oh, we’ve heard of Lord Merin,” one of them said quickly. “We didn’t recognize the lad, that is all. Lord Merin! Why, they’re telling stories about him already.”


    “Indeed!” another said. “And, if I might say, my Lord Aredor, they’re also speaking of your own bravery. Is it true you bested yet another Shardbearer on the battlefield?”


    Meridas glanced at his companions with dissatisfaction. The three, however, seemed too excited by the prospect of earning Aredor’s favor to notice the disappointment.


    Aredor just smiled. “Afraid I don’t have time to talk about my ‘bravery’ at the moment, Lord Valnah. Lord Merin is desperately needed at the royal complex. Good day, Meridas.”


    Aredor turned, steering Merin by the shoulder and walking away from the group of noblemen, chuckling to himself.


    “Lord Aredor—” Merin said, glancing over his shoulder.


    “Please,” Aredor cut in, “no ‘lords.’ We’re both practically the same rank—which, by he way, is a far step above dear Meridas back there, despite the king’s fondness for him. With all his wealth, he’s only a Seventeenth Lord, which puts you twelve ranks above him.”


    “He didn’t seem to see it that way,” Merin noted.


    Aredor rolled his eyes. “Meridas is about as snobbish a lord you’ll ever find, but don’t be bothered by him. In court, you’ll have to get used to people looking across the breeze at you. Eventually you’ll realize that they’re the only truly harmless ones. I’m more interested in hearing how you managed to get all the way up here. Last we heard, you were resting in the healers’ tent.”


    “I was,” Merin explained, still a little uncomfortable. Aredor was cousin to the king—even amongst noblemen, he was a very important person. “They told me I could leave, as long as I checked back with them.”


    “Well, that’s good, then,” Aredor said. “Because I really am supposed to take you to the royal tents.”


    Merin paled. “The king wants to see me?”


    Aredor snorted. “I doubt Elhokar knows your name or even remembers you were given a Shardblade. No, you’re going to meet with someone far more impressive.”


    More impressive than the king? “Who?” Merin asked.


    “My father.”


    Lord Dalenar Kholin had once been described to Merin as ‘the noblest man in all of Alethkar.’ Standing before the Parshen, Merin could finally understand what those words had meant. Dalenar was large and muscular despite his age, with arms like stone and a chest broad as a boulder. Yet, there was nothing oafish in his air. He stood with an innate majesty, his eyes wise, his voice calm and stately. He wore his armor, even though there was no danger of battle, and over the glistening silver he wore a regal cloak of the deepest blue with the symbol of his house on the back. It was a large Kolh glyph—the symbol that meant power—but it had been designed with flowing lines and broad wings, as if blown upon the winds themselves. It was subtly different from the king’s own house glyph, though the two were similar enough to indicate the familial relationship.


    Dalenar spoke with a small group of older men in militaristic cloaks. They were greying and reflective; Merin thought he recognized several of them by description—generals in Lord Elhokar’s army. Lord Dalenar’s tent had already been disassembled, and his possessions sat in neat piles ready for the packmen.


    The Parshen noticed Merin almost immediately. “Excuse me, my lords,” he said. “There is a matter to which I must attend.”


    The generals nodded, walking off to their separate duties as Dalenar approached Merin. Aredor patted him on the shoulder, then withdrew, leaving him to speak with the parshen alone.


    “I see you have recovered from the knock to your head, Lord Merin,” Dalenar noted.


    “Yes, my lord,” Merin said uncomfortably. “Thank you.”


    “I believe I have reason to give you thanks, lad,” Dalenar said. “You did your kingdom a true service on the battlefield yesterday.”


    Merin flushed. “My lord, you show me too much honor. I don’t deserve this. I . . . I wanted to ask someone about that. I think there’s been a mistake. Someone else should have this Shardblade, not me.”


    Dalenar shook his head, a bit of the formality leaving his face. “No, I think it well placed. During this war I have seen a number of Shardbearers fall. Most were killed in duels with other Shardbearers. Several were killed by archers, and a couple of others were slain by teams of Shardless noblemen. Only one was killed by a spearman.”


    Dalenar paused, leaning forward, laying a hand on Merin’s shoulder. “I stood helpless as my king was about to die,” Dalenar said quietly. “You saved him. Citizen or lord, Shardbearer or common duelist, I have rarely seen such bravery in all my years.”


    “I . . .” Merin trailed off, uncertain how to respond. “Thank you, my lord.”


    Dalenar clapped him on the shoulder. “Traditionally, a citizen made into a lord is assigned a house by the king. This is His Majesty’s decision, but he has given it over to me. I would be proud if you would join my house and serve me in Kholinar.”


    “Your house, my lord?” Merin asked, stunned.


    “Yes,” Dalenar explained. “House Kholin is a proud and majestic line, Merin—the royal line. You would become Merin Kholin, a ward in my house, expected to follow my leadership and rise to my call when war is unavoidable. As compensation, you will receive the standard stipend of an attendant Shardbearer, and will become a member of my court.”


    Merin looked up—for the first time since awaking, he felt like he knew exactly what to do. “I would be honored, my lord.”


    Dalenar smiled. “I take that as an oath, Merin Kholin. You must honor it as you would honor your own life. More so, even, for your oath as a Shardbearer is your oath to the kingdom itself.” He paused. “Sometimes, it may force you to do things that are . . . difficult.”


    “I understand, my lord,” Merin said.


    “Good,” Dalenar said, standing up straight. He reached up and undid the clasp to his cloak, then pulled off the luxurious, deep blue garment and held it out to Merin. “It is traditional to present a newly sworn Shardbearer with a gift. This cloak bears the glyph of my house, which is now your house. Wear it with pride, and let it remind you of your duty.”


    Merin balked at first, but he looked into Dalenar’s sincere eyes and knew this was a gift not to be rejected. He reached out, taking the garment in his hand. It was soft and smooth, yet heavy in its thickness, and had the slight reflective sheen of seasilk. Perhaps it was the moment, but Merin thought that he had never seen a color quite so beautiful or brilliant as its warm sapphire.


    Merin looked up from the cloak. “My lord. I . . . I’m not sure that the others will accept me as a noblemen. The men of my squad seemed uncertain how to treat me, and the noblemen I spoke with don’t seem to consider me worthy of my title.”


    Dalenar nodded. “And they probably won’t ever consider you worthy of it. You’ve entered a harsh world, lad. It shouldn’t be so, but there are many who will dislike you. Some will even hate you.”


    Merin frowned.


    “Don’t let it bother you too much, lad,” Dalenar said. “That is just the way it is. You won’t be able to make everyone like you. But if you keep your oaths, you might be able to make them respect you.


    “Do what is right. Be honorable, even to your enemies. Study The Way of Kings. Have the monks read it to you often, until you have it memorized. Remember what Lord Bajerden wrote: ‘Nobility is service. Rank is a privilege, not a right.’ Do these things, Merin, and even the jealous ones will admire you.”


    “Yes, my lord.”


    Dalenar smiled, clasping him on the shoulder. “Don’t be so nervous, lad. My sons will watch out for you. Go report back to Aredor. He will see you cared for and trained in the ways of your new station.”


    Chapter 5: Merin 2


    Three days after the battle, clinging to his horse’s saddle as the ground blurred by below, Merin had cause to regret his oath to Lord Dalenar. Every hoofbeat jostled, threatening to hurl him to the deadly stones below. White-knuckled, he gripped the saddle and whispered lines from The Arguments—inside, however, he doubted it would help. The Almighty allowed fools to bring their own fates, and Merin had certainly been a fool for climbing on the back of such a dreadful beast.


    Finally—blessedly—the horse lurched to a stop. Merin carefully raised his head, hands still gripping the saddle. Lords Aredor and Renarin had stopped their horses, and his own animal had followed their lead. Merin had been half afraid that the creature would just keep on going into eternity, bearing a long-decayed Merin in its saddle.


    Lord Aredor swung off his horse, dropping to the stones below. “See,” he said, looking back with a broad grin. “That wasn’t so bad.”


    Merin shivered. “Aredor, that was the most horrible experience of my life.” The first few hours, traveling at a moderate speed, had been bad enough. Aredor hadn’t suggested a gallop until they neared their destination. Merin should have known better than to ask what exactly a ‘gallop’ was.


    Aredor laughed, handing his reins to an approaching soldier as his brother dismounted as well. “You’ll get used to it.”


    Merin looked woozily down at the ground, not trusting his legs to move just yet. “I think not. Man wasn’t meant to travel that fast, Aredor. It was terrifying.”


    “Ha,” Aredor said, walking over to offer Merin a hand. “This from the man who fearlessly attacked a Shardbearer with no weapon but his own hands?”


    “Yes,” Merin said, carefully sliding out of the saddle. “But I did that on my own feet.”


    Aredor chuckled again, moving over to speak with the nearby squad captain. Merin stood unsteadily for a moment. There was a dull ache through the lower part of his body, reminiscent of that first horrible day when he had joined the army and begun his training with the spear. Soreness would set in before too long.


    He sighed, turning back to his horse and untying his Shardblade from the back of the saddle. The roan beast looked back at him, watching with an almost amused expression—as if it received no end of pleasure from torturing those who saw fit to climb on its back.


    Though several days had passed, Merin still felt a strange numbness regarding his new position. It just didn’t seem possible that he was a lord. Who was he, Merin of Stonemount, to carry a Shardblade and ride with Lord Dalenar’s heir? Yet whenever Merin slipped and called Aredor ‘my lord,’ the older man was quick to correct him. In fact, Aredor treated Merin like an equal. Like a friend. True, Aredor had been ordered to help Merin adapt, but the man hardly needed to be as accommodating as he was.


    Merin tried to maintain his perspective—as Meridas had said, he wasn’t really a lord, not like the others. However, Aredor’s affable personality was disarming; Merin couldn’t help treating the man like one of the spearmen from his squad. Or at least a very well-dressed and mannered spearman.


    Merin sighed, hefting his Shardblade and resting it on his shoulder. That seemed to be the best way to carry the weapons until they were bonded. He turned, studying the landscape. The scenery was familiar—the barren stones and distant cliffs proved that he was still in Prallah. The main bulk of the army had moved on toward Orinjah, the once-capital of Pralir, creeping at the pace of the unwieldy creature it was.


    Merin was looking forward to leaving the third peninsula, traveling through the Oathgate back to Alethkar. He’d never seen an Oathgate before, but apparently one could use one to transport instantly back to Ral Eram, the capital of Alethkar. Ground that had taken years of fighting to cross could instead be covered in a few heartbeats. However, Orinjah would have to wait, for the moment. Dalenar had ordered his sons and Merin to return to the scene of the battlefield several days before; Aredor had yet to explain their errand to Merin.


    “It’s so cold here,” Renarin said in a quiet voice.


    Merin paused as a young soldier led his horse away. Renarin stood a short distance away, beside a small hill.


    “Cold?” Merin asked. While the stormlands were generally a bit cooler than Alethkar, it was still midsummer. It was rarely ‘cold,’ except maybe following a highstorm.


    Then, however, Merin noticed the smoke. Ahead of them, just over a slick-topped hill, several dark trails crept toward the sky. Burning stations—the places where those soldiers unfortunate enough to draw corpse duty were gathering and burning the bodies of their fallen comrades. Thousands of men had died on this battlefield—many more Prallans than Aleths, but in death all were treated the same. Their corpses were transformed through fire, their souls sent to the Almighty, continuing the cycle of Remaking.


    Renarin stared quietly up at the columns of smoke. He was so different from his brother. Short with dark, curly hair, Renarin was as unpretentious as Aredor was outgoing. Yet both had a strange way of drawing one’s attention. Aredor did it with sheer force of personality, Renarin with his unnerving, somber eyes. Apparently Merin and Renarin were the same age, but Merin always felt like a child before those eyes.


    Merin shivered slightly, reaching for his glyphward—then realizing he didn’t have it on. Aredor had given him some nobleman’s clothing to wear beneath Dalenar’s cloak. The seasilk was unusually soft on his skin, not to mention amazingly tough. It wasn’t as lavish as his cloak, but it was noble, and he had decided not to wear the crom-stained glyphward his mother had given him the day he left for the war. Now, he wished he hadn’t been so prideful. He stood uncomfortably beside Renarin, glad when Aredor finished his conversation and approached.


    Aredor paused beside the two of them, growing subdued as he regarded the trails of smoke. “Come on,” he said, nodding to the horses.


    Merin groaned. “You’re kidding.”


    “Just a short distance this time,” Aredor promised. “The second battlefield isn’t far away.”


    So this is it, Merin thought, looking across the simple field of rock. This is the place where Renarin lost his Shardblade. Like everyone else in the army, Merin had heard the stories of the strange midhighstorm battle. Five thousand Aleth troops and three Shardbearers had faced down and defeated a troop of twenty thousand, killing the Traitor and the Pralir king in the process.


    Merin looked down at his Shardblade. It seemed unfair to him that Renarin should bear the king’s anger, losing his Blade on the same day Merin had gained one. Merin’s weapon still showed the markings of its previous owner, though they were hidden by the impromptu ‘sheath’ Aredor had given him. The sheath was little more than a folded piece of metal, shaped so that it could be placed over the sharp edge of the Blade and tied tight at the back. The sheath was another remnant from Epoch Kingdom days—it had been fashioned from the same metal as Shardplate, to be used by men during their hundred-days bonding period.


    Set in the pommel, held by four clasps, was a medium-sized opal. Merin eyed the stone carefully, looking for some sort of change in its color. He could find none—it still glistened with the same multi-colored sheen as before.


    Aredor chuckled, clasping him on the shoulder. “It’s only been a couple of days, Merin,” he said. “You won’t be able to notice anything yet.”


    “How long?” Merin asked.


    Aredor shrugged. “You should begin to see a change in ten days or so. Don’t worry, it’s working. When the stone has turned completely black, one hundred days will have passed, and you’ll have bonded the Blade.”


    Merin nodded. Ahead, Renarin was already walking down the trail to the battlefield. Merin grimaced slightly as the wind changed, bringing with it the stink of death. While the main battlefield was mostly clean of bodies, this one had barely been touched. A small squad of men worked at a burning station short distance away, but most of the corpses still lay where they had fallen.


    “Aredor,” he asked, frowning. “What winds brought us here?”


    “You were a spearman, right?” Aredor asked, handing Merin a seasilk handkerchief that smelt strongly of perfume.


    “Yes,” Merin replied, thankfully holding the cloth to his face as they followed Renarin toward the battlefield.


    “Father wants you to look at the uniforms and armor of the dead men,” Aredor explained, voice slightly muffled by his cloth. “Look for anything . . . odd.”


    “Odd how?”


    “I’m not sure,” Aredor confessed. “Anything irregular or out of place—discrepancies that make you think the men might not actually be from our army.”


    “What?” Merin asked, frowning.


    Aredor paused, eyeing the battlefield distrustfully, then turning toward Merin. “Something very strange happened here, Merin. You were a footman. How would you feel, facing a force four times your size? How likely would you have been to win?”


    Merin shivered. Four to one? Two to one was practically an assured loss. “The king says that the Almighty gave them victory,” Merin replied.


    “The king says a lot of things,” Aredor replied. “He doesn’t believe my father’s suspicions—he claims that one Aleth soldier is easily worth four Prallans. In a way, he’s right. Our men have far better training, superior equipment, and strong morale . . . but even still, four to one?”


    “But what other explanation is there? The Prallans wouldn’t have killed themselves.”


    “No, but someone else might have done it,” Aredor explained. “Father thinks there was a third force in this battle. One of the arguments against a third army is the fact that they left no bodies behind. Or at least that’s what it seemed like originally.”


    “Lord Dalenar thinks they were disguised?” Merin asked.


    “It would answer a lot of questions,” Aredor said. “The third force could have approached the battlefield wearing Prallan uniforms. Once they attacked, their dead would have been indistinguishable from those they killed.”


    Merin nodded, turning toward the battlefield again. Several Aleth soldiers approached, bowing and giving them rods to use for examining the bodies. Even still, it was grisly work. Merin, however, had been assigned to corpse detail before. After a while, he was able to ignore the faces and focus on the uniforms.


    He picked across the field, Aredor doing likewise. Merin tried to look for anything unusual or suspicious. It was difficult work. Footmen were given weapons and armor at the beginning of their training, and cared for their own equipment—oiling and polishing after highstorms, fitting and padding to improve flexibility and reduce discomfort. It was difficult to distinguish what might be odd, and what was simply personalized.


    The Aleth soldiers wore leather skirts and vests covered by wooden plates running down the chest. It was relatively cheap, but still effective—the leather and wood could be created easily through Awakening, and required no further smithing. The Prallans wore similar materials, though it was more piecemeal and of a far lesser quality. Merin didn’t know the enemy uniforms well enough to determine if they were odd or not. All of them seemed similar enough.


    Merin picked his way across the field. Most of the men appeared to have died from crushing blows. He knew to recognize spear wounds, and most of these wounds weren’t caused by spears. The corpses were bloodied and mangled, but they weren’t cut. Other than that, he had difficulty discerning anything strange.


    Eventually, Aredor approached him, waving his hand. They retreated to the peripheral of the battle. “Anything?” he asked.


    Merin shook his head. “I don’t know, Aredor. I keep seeing things that might be odd, but then again they might just be individual peculiarities.”


    “I agree,” Aredor said. “I did a quick count, and there appear to be about five thousand Aleths—which is the number Renarin sent. If the third force imitated our men, they didn’t leave enough dead behind to make it noticeable.”


    “And if they imitated the Prallans?”


    Aredor sighed. “I looked. I can’t see anything—I don’t think even the Prallans could. They were forced to stretch for resources during the last part of the war. A lot of their soldiers had makeshift armor, or none at all. You can’t find inconsistencies where there’s no regularity.”


    Merin nodded.


    “We could count the enemy numbers,” Aredor continued, musing to himself, “but we never did have a very accurate count in the first place. Of course, it would make sense for a third force imitate the Prallans, since they’re less uniform.”


    Merin nodded, looking across the field again. He and Aredor stood near the western edge, beside a rift in the ground. At first, Merin thought it might have hid some secret, but the chasm was obviously empty. Its empty bottom was smooth and well-lit in the afternoon sun—no caves or other secrets hid in its sides.


    “There is one thing,” Merin said.


    Aredor raised an eyebrow.


    “These men weren’t killed by spearmen.”


    Aredor nodded. “Father noticed that too. The third force must have been very well-equipped with heavy infantry.”


    “Yes,” Merin said. “But I think it’s more than that. There should have been fields of sliced-up bodies where the Shardbearers fought.”


    Aredor paused. “By the Truthmaker!” he said. “You’re right. I didn’t see any bodies killed by Shardbearers—yet we know there were at least five on the battlefield. Our three, the Traitor, and the Pralir king. The Prallans probably had a couple more too.”


    Aredor stood with a dissatisfied posture, regarding the battlefield again. As he thought, Renarin approached. Dalenar’s second son paused a short distance from Merin and Aredor, however, choosing to turn and stand apart from them as he began his own contemplations.


    Dalenar’s second son had looked through the battlefield as well, but his movements had been more erratic. He hadn’t examined bodies like Merin, or made counts like Aredor. Eventually, Renarin whispered something to himself.


    Aredor turned. “What was that, Renarin?”


    “I said that this is my fault,” the younger son repeated. “I sent these men to their doom. The king was right to take my Blade away.”


    Aredor walked over, placing a comforting hand on his brother’s shoulder. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Renarin. The king would probably have done exactly what you did.”


    Renarin shook his head, falling silent.


    Merin joined them, studying the battlefield with a careful eye. He was no military expert, but he had spent several years fighting, and had seen large battles before. “I don’t know much, Aredor,” he said, “but I think your father might be right about the third army.”


    “Yes, but the king will want evidence,” Aredor said, stepping up beside Merin. Behind them, Renarin sighed and sat down on the ground, staring down at the rocks in front of him. “Elhokar can be winds-cursed stubborn, and he doesn’t want to bother with the possibility of a third army.”


    “Then we have to find a way to prove that some of these corpses in Prallan uniforms weren’t part of the Traitor’s army,” Merin said. “That has to be the answer.”


    “No,” Renarin whispered from behind.


    Merin turned, then shivered. Renarin was doing it again, looking at him with those eyes of his. Staring, yet unfocused.


    “These corpses were all either men from our army, or men from the Traitor’s force,” Renarin said.


    Aredor frowned. “You’re saying there wasn’t a third army?”


    Renarin shook his head. “There was. It just didn’t leave any bodies behind. They must have taken their corpses with them.”


    Merin frowned, looking back at the battlefield. That seemed like an awful lot of trouble to go through—not to mention the time factor. The highstorm had been only a couple of hours long. It would have been near impossible to kill twenty-five thousand men in that time, let alone pick out the corpses of the fallen and transport them somewhere.


    Merin turned skeptical eyes toward Aredor. The elder brother, however, was regarding Renarin with interested eyes.


    “You’re sure, Renarin?” Aredor asked.


    Renarin nodded, looking a bit sick. “I can see it in the patterns of their bodies. There were dead here that are gone now.” He waved distractedly toward a section of the battlefield. “The two sides had begun to disengage, in preparation for the highstorm. Then someone else came—over there, on the southern side. After that, our men and the Traitor’s army fought together. They’re all dead now, though. Every one.”


    Aredor stood for a moment, contemplative. Renarin volunteered no more.


    “Let’s go back,” Aredor finally said.


    As little as Merin wanted to admit it, the trip back to the army was nowhere near as arduous as the previous ride had been. Perhaps the growing soreness and fatigue in Merin’s body distracted him from the unnatural motions, or perhaps the ‘gallop’ before had shown him that regular horse speeds were comparably sane.


    As the hours passed, his grip relaxed, his mind too tired to bother being terrified. Evening was approaching by the time they reached the location of the army’s morning campsite. It was, of course, now empty—the army had moved on, leaving behind remnants of cloth, trash, fire scars, and cesspits.


    The three continued riding. Aredor was confident that they could reach the army by nightfall—Orinjah was supposed to be less than a day’s march from the campsite. Indeed, as they moved on, Merin began to notice a gradual shift in the landscape. They had already begun to leave the stormlands behind, and as they moved further to the southeast, the scenery became eerily familiar.


    The barren rock of the highlands changed to the more sheltered hillsides of common farmlands. The rocky hills lay in belts of land sheltered by the higher grounds nearby, which weakened highstorms. The lower the elevation, the more prevalent rockbuds became, until the stonelike polyps could be seen growing here and there on nearly every surface. Roshtrees hung from overhangs—they appeared as wide tubes of stone at the moment, but after highstorms they would let down vines covered with foliage, and sometimes fruit. A few of the more sheltered ones even had their vines down in the evening coolness.


    The most telling sign of the farmland, however, was the hills that had been cleared of rockbuds and other plant life. Though barren at the moment, they bore ringlike scars made by inavah polyps, which had clung to the hillsides before the summer harvest. They were so similar to the fields of Stonemount that they could have been in Alethkar, if it hadn’t been for the ragged highlands behind them and the absence of the Mount of Ancestors in the distance.


    The road itself was clean of polyps, and beyond that it was easy to see where the army had traveled. Rockbuds were resilient, but their shells were far more brittle than regular stone. A large swath of them lay shattered—shells broken, delicate stalks inside smashed flat—by tromping soldiers bearing metal-heeled boots. The remnants had already dried in the arid summer air.


    Aredor’s promise that they would reach the army by nightfall proved a bit premature. About an hour after sunset, they finally crested a hill to find hundreds of lights burning across the landscape before them, marking the rise and fall of the land.


    “There,” Aredor said, pointing to the side. In the waning light, Merin could barely make out a steep drop-off in the land. The Prenan Lait, the valley that sheltered the city of Orinjah.


    Aredor nodded in satisfaction, reining in his horse. “I told you it was within a day’s travel. The king should have already negotiated the city’s surrender. We won’t be able to make it home this evening—the soldiers back home only open the Oathgate to check for us at dawn. Tomorrow, however, we’ll sleep in our own beds.”


    “The Oathgate,” Merin said with wonder. “What does it feel like? Traveling through one?”


    “You’ve never done it before?” Aredor asked with surprise.


    Merin shook his head. “I’ve never even seen the capital. I come from a Tenth City?”


    Aredor smirked. “Right. Don’t worry—there’s nothing frightening about the Oathgates.”


    “That’s what you said about horses,” Merin noted.


    “The Oathgates are even more harmless than horses,” Aredor promised. “They’re really nothing more than doorways—you can barely tell that there’s anything unusual about them, except the fact that they open up on the other side of Roshar.”


    Merin nodded as their horses began to move again. He wasn’t convinced, but if the other option was riding a horse for several weeks back around the sea of Chomar and down the second peninsula to Ral Eram, he was willing to give the Oathgate a try. Besides, he couldn’t suppress his curiosity. He would finally have an image to place with the gateways he had heard of in stories and ballads. The Oathgates were said to have given to man by the Heralds themselves. The ten portals connected the ten capitals of the legendary Epoch Kingdoms back to Ral Eram, the First City, a grand neutral city open to all. The Epoch Kingdoms were long since fallen, and Alethkar controlled Ral Eram now, but it would still be exciting to travel through the gate.


    They rode into camp, Aredor nodding friendly acknowledgments to many of those they passed. Dalenar’s heir was greeted well by all, even those who knew him only by reputation. Merin smiled at the warmth of the reception. Somehow, Aredor managed to remain friendly with even those who should have been his political enemies.


    Renarin followed behind them, looking distracted as he rode. Merin eyed him for a moment, then turned to Aredor. “Are we going to report to your father right now?”


    Aredor shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”


    “Are we going to report . . . everything? Even the things your brother thinks?”


    Aredor glanced at Merin, then followed his look back toward Renarin. Finally he turned forward again. “I know my brother seems odd, Merin, but he’s really not. He’s just . . . not comfortable with those he doesn’t know. Once you get to know him, you’ll realize he’s not strange at all, just a bit of a daydreamer.”


    Aredor paused. “Besides,” he continued. “Live with him for a decade or two, and you’ll find that he has an uncanny ability to . . . well, know things. I’ve rarely known him to be wrong. He notices things, Merin. Things regular people just don’t see.”


    Merin frowned, reaching reflexively for his glyphward, then again cursing his decision not to wear it. The three of them dismounted at the perimeter of the noble tents, and then made their way toward Dalenar’s pavilion. Outside, Merin saw several unfamiliar guards. One, a shorter man, bald and lithe with a short beard, eyed them with a careful look as they entered the tent.


    Inside, Lord Dalenar sat in discussion with a woman Merin had seen only at a distance. Lady Jasnah Kholin was striking with her immaculate hair, fine features, and poised attitude. She sat in one of Dalenar’s chairs, wearing a green noblewoman’s dress, well illuminated by the room’s four lanterns. Behind her stood a young woman with red hair and a roundish face.


    “No, he didn’t tell me either,” Dalenar was saying. He waved Merin and his sons forward, not pausing in his dialogue. “But whatever it is, Elhokar believed it. Part of me is eager to see Balenmar in favor at court again—the man served Nolhonarin right up to the day of his death, even taking a wound in defense of his king despite his age.”


    “I don’t like secrets, Uncle,” Lady Jasnah said. “Even if they are kept by allies.” She paused, eyeing Merin with a critical look.


    “The boy is trustworthy, Jasnah,” Dalenar said. “He’s a ward in my house now.”


    Jasnah didn’t seem as convinced as Dalenar, and Merin glanced down, feeling self-conscious before her eyes.


    “Regardless,” Dalenar said. “We can’t keep our suspicions secret from them—we did, after all, send them to spy for us.”


    “I should hardly call it spying, Father,” Aredor said lightly, stepping forward and pouring himself something to drink from the winetable at the side of the tent. “After all, the dead can hardly offer complaint.”


    “What did you discover?” Jasnah asked, her tone cool and businesslike.


    “Very little,” Aredor said. Renarin stayed near the front of the tent, and Merin—uncertain of his place, did likewise. “There was definitely a third army,” Aredor continued.


    “You have proof?” Lady Jasnah asked.


    “Not a bit,” Aredor said, sighing and taking a seat beside his father. “But the third army is the only reasonable explanation. The way the soldiers were standing when they died . . . the strange manner of the wounds . . . it all points toward a third force.”


    Lord Dalenar frowned deeply. “The idea of a vanishing army that can destroy twenty thousand troops makes me very uncomfortable, Jasnah.”


    “Agreed,” Lady Jasnah said in her calm, almost emotionless voice. “However, I’m having enough trouble keeping my brother from riding of to try and conquer the rest of the world—it won’t be easy to persuade him to listen to our worries.”


    “I don’t know that I care whether or not he listens,” Dalenar replied. “I’m just worried that this attack will lead to something else. Another strike of some sort.”


    Jasnah nodded and the tent fell silent, the only sound that of Aredor sipping his wine. Eventually, Jasnah spoke. “We have another problem as well, Uncle. Balenmar’s words regarding the Queen Nanavah appear to be true—I’ve been interviewing the messengers who have visited Ral Eram recently. I may have a battle on my hands when I return.”


    Dalenar shook his head. “Now is not the time for the queen to begin growing into her station. I thought perhaps once the war was over, things would get easier.”


    “They never do,” Jasnah said. “No good can come from leaving the court to itself for two years.”


    “I wish Elhokar would . . .” Dalenar tapered off, sighing. “I don’t know, Jasnah. I don’t have the patience to deal with your brother anymore. It takes all of my effort to remain civil when I talk to the boy.”


    Lady Jasnah sat for a moment, looking thoughtful. Her eyes were composed, her demeanor withdrawn. Looking into that face, Merin could believe the stories he’d often heard told about her. She seemed to lack anything in the way of emotion—save, perhaps, for displeasure.


    “Shall we divide our efforts, then, Uncle?,” Lady Jasnah asked. “I will see to my brother and the queen, and will try and find out just what Balenmar said to gain himself the king’s graces again. See what you can discover about our vanishing army, and send word to me if you discover anything.”


    “Very well,” Dalenar said.


    “Good evening, then. I have preparations to make for the morrow’s return.”


    Lady Jasnah rose, and Dalenar stood courteously as she turned to go. She paused briefly beside Renarin as she reached the tent’s exit. “Renarin,” she said, “how are you managing?” The words were sincere, even if her tone remained neutral—perhaps there was more warmth beneath that face than was first apparent.


    Renarin smiled. “I’m fine, my lady. Please, don’t worry about me.”


    “I will get you another Shardblade,” she said.


    “Don’t,” Renarin said. “I never really needed one anyway.”


    Lady Jasnah paused, then nodded to him, and swept from the room, female attendant following behind.


    Lord Dalenar waved the boys forward, seating himself and nodding for them to do likewise. “Now,” he said. “Tell me exactly what you saw and thought when you searched the battlefield.”


    Chapter 12: Merin 3


    Merin stood uncomfortably, trying not to blush in embarrassment as the tailor pulled out yet another seasilk cloth—this one red—and draped it over Merin’s shoulders. The thick-mustached man turned, eyebrows upraised questioningly.


    Aredor tapped his cheek musingly. The room was well lit and crafted of typical Kholinar granite, with woven mats on the floor and decorative pillars along the walls. Aredor leaned against one of the room’s pillars, watching the tailor work.


    “Well, ladies?” Aredor asked, turning to the six young women who sat, arrayed in bright-colored tallas and jewel-riddled hairbuns, to his side.


    “Better,” one of the women said. Merin still struggled to remember all of their names—he thought her name was Irinah. A creature with dark hair and a plump face, she was the daughter of one of Lord Dalenar’s trusted Shardbearers.


    “I agree,” said the one with light hair and a greenish dress. Rahnel, he thought. “But he doesn’t look good in colors that bright. Try something darker, master tailor.”


    The other women agreed, nodding and chatting among themselves. Merin flushed at the attention as the tailor removed the cloth and waved his aides to bring him some other choices. It seemed ridiculous to Merin that people could spend so much time worrying about clothing. Before the colors, Merin had spent the better part of an hour trying on different cuts of shirt and trousers behind the changing screen, then presenting each new combination for Aredor and the women to judge.


    Yet Aredor and the ladies didn’t seem to find the experience boring. As a matter of fact, they appeared to be enjoying themselves immeasurably. Of course, they weren’t the ones standing on tired legs while the entire room gawked—if it hadn’t been for his military training, Merin was certain his legs would have given out long before.


    “Hang in there, Merin,” Aredor said, reading Merin’s expression with a chuckle. “You’ll be glad for the effort—these ladies are the finest judges of apparel in the court. When they’re finished with you, your wardrobe will be the envy of the city.”


    The women laughed demurely at the compliment. It seemed to Merin that they were paying more attention to Aredor than the clothing selections. That, however, was not a problem—better Aredor than Merin.


    “It certainly is good to have you back in the court, Lord Aredor,” Irinah said as the tailor draped another cloth across Merin’s shoulders, letting it fall around his body like a cloak. Irinah seemed the leader of the women, though from what Merin understood, she was one of the lesser ranked of the four. That was another thing he couldn’t quite figure out, though—noble ranks.


    “Oh?” Aredor said with a raised eyebrow. “I wasn’t certain the court would even notice my absence.”


    “Lord Aredor!” one of the other ladies said with indignance. “Why, the court wasn’t the same without you!”


    Aredor chuckled, nodding toward Merin. “Don’t get distracted, ladies.”


    They turned their attention to Merin again, studying the new colors—a deep charcoal draped with grey.


    “Far too dreary,” Rahnel pronounced. “Lord Merin is somber enough without covering him in greys.”


    “Besides,” Irinah said, “black reminds of Awakeners. No court-conscious man should wear anything too similar to it.”


    The tailor nodded, rifling through his cloths again as his assistants pulled off the black and grey. Somber? Merin thought.


    “Have you heard the story of Lord Merin’s bravery on the battlefield, ladies?” Aredor asked. “You know he saved the king’s life?”


    Merin flushed at the comment, but the women only grew more excited. “Oh, yes,” said one of the more quiet women—Merin had forgotten her name, though she had a thin frame and wide eyes. “We’ve heard of it.” She sighed wistfully.


    Merin’s flush deepened. Of course she’d heard of it—everyone had. In fact, most of the people he met couldn’t stop talking about his heroic rise to nobility. To them, his exploit was as something out of the ballads. They didn’t know how hasty and uncoordinated it had been. Of course, most of them seemed more fond of moaning over its dramatic power than actually congratulating Merin on his success. It was as if there were two Merins—one the romanticized lord, the other the awkward peasant-made-nobleman.


    “Did you really defeat a Shardbearer without even a dagger?” one of the girls asked.


    “Not exactly,” Merin said with a sigh, his voice muffled as the tailor pulled a cloth over his head—this one had a hole in its center so it fell evenly around his body. “I just pulled him off his horse. Someone else actually killed him.”


    “Lord Merin is too modest,” Aredor informed. “The Prallan Shardbearer had broken Protocol, and was about the strike the king down. Everyone else scattered, and we were sure His Majesty was doomed. Only one man was brave enough to come to his king’s rescue.”


    The women turned properly amazed expressions toward Merin, mouths forming Os of wonder. The tailor stepped back, regarding Merin critically.


    “No brown or tans, master tailor,” Irinah said, frowning. “Lord Merin has only recently become a Shardbearer. Brown is too mundane a color—there is no reason to give a reminder of what he once was, now is there?”


    The tailor nodded, moving to remove the cloth. Merin sighed to himself. “Aredor,” he said as the tailor worked. “Isn’t there something more important I should be doing?”


    “A man has to look good,” Aredor replied. “Half of being a lord is looking the part.”


    “That’s the thing,” Merin said. “I’m still not sure what it means to be a lord. What is it I’m supposed to do? Surely there’s more to it than dressing well.”


    Aredor chuckled. “You’re always so concerned about what you should be doing. People aren’t going to tell you what to do all the time anymore. Being a lord isn’t so much about what you’re supposed to do as it is about what you feel you need to do. Besides, having a Shardblade doesn’t mean you can’t relax once in a while.”


    Standing and being draped with cloth didn’t seem much like ‘relaxing’ to Merin. However, he simply sighed and decided to bear it—Aredor probably knew what he was doing. The tailor finished again and stepped back.


    “That’s perfect!” Lady Irinah proclaimed, a sentiment that the others agreed to after a moment of discussion.


    Merin looked down. The chosen color was a dark maroon, crossed with a sash of deep navy. It was only one of four color combinations the women had decided they liked. All of them were darker colors—maroon, dark green, and several shades of blue.


    “Yes,” Rahnel said with satisfaction. “Well done, master tailor.” The man bowed at the compliment, motioning for his assistants to gather up the cloths and repack them.


    Merin looked questioningly toward Aredor, eyebrows raised hopefully. Aredor nodded, waving him down off the raised platform. Just then, the door opened and Renarin stepped in, a customarily dazed expression on his face. Immediately the room fell silent, as the women stopped their chatting.


    Renarin stood for a moment, looking across the room. His hair was disheveled, as it often was, and he somehow managed to stand halfway in shadow despite the room’s brightness. The women sat in silence, shooting glances at each other. They tried to maintain their smiles, but even Merin could see that they were uncomfortable.


    “I’m . . . sorry to interrupt,” Renarin said, turning to go.


    “Nonsense, brother,” Aredor said, waving him forward. “We were finished here anyway, weren’t we, ladies?”


    The women rose, smiling and offering belated welcomes to Renarin. They bid Aredor farewell, each getting promises from him that he would call upon them soon.


    Renarin watched them go, then turned to Aredor as the door closed behind them. “It didn’t take them long to start fighting for your affection,” he noted.


    “Ah, you’re too cynical, brother,” Aredor said, still watching the door, shaking his head wistfully. “We’ve been gone too long. There haven’t been any men here to give them attention. Poor things.”


    “They could have come with us to Prallah,” Renarin replied. “The winds know, we could have used a few more scribes.”


    Aredor chuckled. “That lot would never have survived the stormlands. This is their element—and now that we’re back, our dear Merin had better watch out.”


    Merin frowned as he joined the two brothers, picking up his Shardblade as the tailor and his assistants left out the back door.


    “What was that?” Merin asked. “Why do I have to watch out?”


    “Unmarried Shardbearer?” Aredor asked. “Savior of the king? Newly adopted into house Kholin? You’re a prime catch, my friend. If you don’t watch yourself, one of those ladies’ mothers will have you wedded before you realize what happened.”


    “And, knowing my brother,” Renarin added, “he’s doing everything he can to help them out. You realize half the reason he held this little tailoring session was to introduce you to the local eligible women.”


    “A little socializing never hurt a man,” Aredor said. “You should try it sometime, Renarin.”


    Merin fastened on Dalenar’s cloak, testing the new length—Aredor had ordered one of the tailor’s assistants to hem it, and they had returned it when they arrived. “I appreciate the help, Aredor,” Merin said. “But the truth is, I don’t know if I’ll be able to afford much clothing this month. I planned to send the stipend your father gave me to my parents in Stonemount.”


    “Oh, don’t worry,” Aredor said with a wave of his hand. “If you need more, I’ll lend it to you. Now, are you ready for today’s other activity?”


    Merin frowned. “There’s more?” he asked, stretching his tired limbs.


    “You’re the one who’s always asking what his duties are,” Aredor reminded. “Well, it’s time to start them. If you’re going to compete in Elhokar’s dueling competition, you’ll need to learn how to use that Blade and Plate of yours.”


    “Dueling competition?” Merin asked, feeling a twinge of excitement. “Me?”


    “Of course,” Aredor explained. “The king ordered all Shardbearers to attend, and you’re a Shardbearer. Unless you want to be made a fool of, you’ll want to learn how to duel a bit before you get thrown into a ring.”


    Merin smiled. Finally, something that made sense. The ballads made one thing clear: Shardbearers dueled. “When do we start?”


    Aredor nodded. “To your room,” he said. “We’ll start with the Plate, then we’ll go find you a dueling instructor.”


    “Father thinks it was a group known as the Rantah,” Renarin explained.


    “Rantah?” Aredor asked as he unpacked Merin’s Shardplate, arranging the various pieces on the floor.


    “It means ‘Distant Mountain,’” Renarin said. “When he founded Pralir, King Talhmeshas had to conquer a number of smaller nations—he had to hold both the Prenan Lait and the western coast of Prallah if he wanted to found a kingdom with any measure of stability. Rantah is an underground rebellion populated by the noble lines of those conquered kingdoms. They’ve been a stone in Pralir’s shoe for the last two decades, burning villages, attacking caravans, and destroying soldiered garrisons.”


    “An underground rebel group?” Aredor asked skeptically. “That doesn’t sound like the kind of organization who could destroy an army of twenty thousand. If they could do something like that, why stay underground? In fact, if they had those kinds of numbers, I doubt they could have stayed underground.”


    Renarin shrugged. “The old nobility of Pralir—the ones who have made peace with Elhokar, hoping that he’ll let them retain a margin of power—are convinced it was the Rantah. They say the group has been hiding in Distant Prall for a few years, gaining strength. If they attacked at the right time, as an ambush, it’s conceivable they could have destroyed the Traitor’s secret force. At least they had motive—if there was a group out there who hated Talhmeshas Pralir more than Elhokar, it was the Rantah.”


    Aredor shook his head, not convinced as he regarded the Shardplate. Merin’s room was relatively small, but it was blessedly big compared to the simple floor mat and crowded troop tent he had used during his time in the military. There was a bed, a table, and a stool—and while the floor was empty of rugs or mats, Aredor said Merin could purchase either whenever he wished. Right now, the stones were covered with the array of metal Shardplate sections. There were over a tenset pieces, and all had leather straps, but strangely no buckles. Merin looked down, bewildered—he didn’t even know where to begin.


    “Shardplate is kind of a misnomer,” Aredor began, selecting a piece of armor—the largest piece, a breastplate-shaped cuirass. “It doesn’t really bond to a person the way Shardblades do. It probably got the name because Shardbearers were the ones who tended to wear it.” He motioned for Merin to hold his arms out, then fitted the breastplate across Merin’s chest.


    The leather straps constricted quickly, and Merin cried out in surprise. The piece of armor felt like something living, clamping onto his chest like the jaws of an animal. It halted a moment later, however.


    Merin wiggled slightly, amazed at how freely he could breathe. The metal was heavy, but weighed far less than the metal breastplates he had occasionally trained with as a spearman. In fact, despite being a single sheet of metal, it felt less constrictive than even his layered wooden spearman’s armor.


    “Shardplate fits to its owner,” Aredor explained, reaching for the shoulder guards. “However, it doesn’t bond to you—if you take it off, it will fit to the next person just as quickly as it did you.” Aredor placed the shoulder guards, and they too immediately locked into place, their straps clamping on and fitting to Merin’s body.


    “You can put the armor on by yourself, but it’s a bit awkward,” Aredor explained, moving on to the left arm. “If you want to take it off, you can touch the clasp underneath each piece and it will unlock. The armor will stop pretty much any weapon, as long as it doesn’t manage to slide into a chink between two pieces. Shardblades are the exception—Plate will only stop a Shardblade on the first blow. If you get hit squarely in the same place twice, the plate will probably give way.”


    “Then what?” Merin asked as Aredor affixed pieces of Plate to both arms. “Is my armor ruined?”


    Aredor shook his head, picking up some pieces of armor that fit around the bottom of the chestplate, protecting his sides and waist. “It will repair itself, molding back into its original shape. That takes time, though, so you’ll want to avoid getting hit.”


    Merin nodded as Aredor handed him the codpiece, then moved onto helping him attach the leg pieces and metal boots. When he was done, Merin was covered completely in steel except for head and hands. It was a strange feeling, like he had been dipped in a pool of molten metal.


    Merin wobbled slightly. It was awkward—that was for certain. However, not because of the weight. Strangely, he felt no more burdened than when Aredor had affixed the first piece. Instead, it was just . . . different. There were tugs on his body in irregular places, and his balance felt slightly irregular.


    He raised an arm, and it swung up with ease. Carefully he tested his motion, squatting down and standing up again. Then he tried a small jump. He cried out in surprise as he went higher than expected—almost as high as he would have gone if he weren’t wearing several tenset brickweights of metal. Aredor steadied him as he teetered maladroitly.


    “It takes some getting used to,” Dalenar’s heir said with a chuckle. “The Shardplate was made by Awakeners, like your Blade. It compensates for itself, making you stronger and quicker. If you know how to balance the combination of awkwardness and enhancement, you can actually be more fluid in the Plate than you would be normally. You’ll definitely be stronger. The Plate also cushions you from blows—wearing this, you could probably take a catapult boulder in the chest and come out alive.”


    Aredor bent over, picking up the last three pieces of armor. “These are the most important pieces of equipment,” he explained. “The gauntlets and the helmet. Most people who attack you will go for your head—it’s the most exposed part of the body. We don’t know why, but no suits of Shardplate were made with faceplates. Some people try affixing them with regular steel faceplates, but many prefer visibility instead. No Shardbearer following Protocol will swing for your face, though they may attack the side of your head. Spearmen and other citizens, however, will always go for the face—that’s practically the only place they can hurt you.”


    Merin nodded, accepting the helmet and placing it on his head. Like the other pieces, it immediately sized to fit him, and rested more snugly than his spearman’s cap ever had.


    “The gauntlets are designed to give you flexibility,” Aredor explained, holding out the left gauntlet for Merin to slide his hand into.


    The gauntlet was crafted from what appeared to be a heavy leather glove fitted with intricate plates of steel running along the back. However, flexing his hand, he realized he could feel through the leather as if it were extraordinarily thin. “It’s amazing,” Merin whispered.


    Aredor smiled, holing out the other gauntlet, and Merin slid his hand into it as well.


    Immediately, the room pitched around him. Merin stumbled, disoriented, at the strange sensation. The air seemed . . . thick, somehow. Liquid. It rippled and shifted, like—


    It stopped. Merin shook his head uncertainly, lifting a gauntleted hand. “Is that supposed to happen?” he asked.


    “What?” Aredor asked with concern.


    “I . . . I’m not sure,” Merin said. “The room suddenly felt different. I can’t explain it.”


    Aredor looked toward Renarin. The younger brother shrugged. “It’s probably just the initial surge,” Aredor explained. “Every time I put the last piece of Plate on, I just feel a slight burst of strength as the Plate completes itself.”


    “Maybe that was it. . . .” Merin said slowly.


    “Well,” Aredor said, standing. “That’s your armor. Now that you know how to put it on, take it off. We’ve got to get to the monastery while there’s still some light left for training.”


    Kholinar was beautiful. Merin couldn’t remember a day when it had been the capital of Alethkar, but it had an Oathgate, which meant it dated back to the days of the Epoch Kingdoms.


    Before his ascension to nobility, Merin had never visited a lait. He had known that there were valleys where rivers ran down the center. The idea of a constantly running river itself was amazing enough—back in Stonemount, water had only flowed right after a highstorm. Rain had to be collected carefully, so that there would be water to drink between storms.


    Merin had imagined the river to be like the waterways back home—small and swift-running, flowing through cracks with the quick energy of a storm. He had never imagined such a broad, rushing mass of water. It passed by a short distance from Kholinar—far enough away that floods following highstorms wouldn’t be a problem. There was so much water that when he had first seen it the week before, Merin had stood stunned for at least ten heartbeats before Aredor was able to get his attention.


    The Lait itself was a valley, one with relatively stiff sides. They were smooth, worn by countless highstorms, but the incline was steep enough for Merin to finally understand just why laits were so perfect for cities. In Prallah, his squad had been taught to avoid narrow canyons for fear of being in one when a highstorm caused a flash flood. The lait valley, however, was wide enough not to be dangerous, but still steep enough that it weakened storms greatly. Indeed, the highstorms that had come since Merin’s arrival in Kholinar had been almost laughably docile.


    The result was fertility. Rockbuds lined the sides of the valley—so many of them, in fact, that he could barely see the rock underneath. All of them were in bloom, despite the fact that the last highstorm had been several days before. The landscape was green instead of stoneish tan—it had been unsettling at first, all of that color, but he was quickly growing to appreciate it. Aredor said that the rockbuds only withdrew into their shells during the very height of summer—when the air grew too dry for even the humid valley—or the dead of winter, when the rains fell so steadily that many plants had to withdraw lest the moisture rot them.


    The roads of the city were kept free of rockbuds, and the ground was so smooth that Merin had begun copying Aredor, wearing only a pair of comfortable slippers. Back in his village, most buildings had been allowed to give in to the elements. Rockbuds were not removed, and continual buildup of cromstone from winter storms formed stalactites on overhangs, making the buildings look almost like natural formations of stone. In Kholinar, however, everything was sculpted with neat lines. Triangular shapes predominated, with peaked arches and doorways, and many buildings were constructed on grand scales, with massive columns and large open foyers—something only possible in a place where the highstorms lacked fury.


    Aredor led Merin toward the edge of town, where they would find Shieldhome Monastery. As they traveled the smooth streets, Merin shook his head in wonder. Two years earlier, he had traveled to a monastery to learn to wield a spear. What would he have thought, had he known he would be returning several years later to take up dueling as a nobleman and a Shardbearer?


    Such thoughts were banished, however, as Merin idly caught sight of a passing building. He froze immediately, staring with awe—and more than a little apprehension. The large black structure was crafted in a bulbous shape that seemed to defy regular architectural conventions. It almost looked like an enormous pyre—a massive burst of flame that had somehow been captured and transformed into rock.


    Aredor and Renarin paused beside him. “It’s the Kholinar Kablan,” Aredor said. “Hall of the Awakeners. A little eerie, isn’t it?”


    Merin nodded. He’d heard of Kablans before, of course, but they didn’t have one in Stonemount—or in any of the nearby villages. In the rare instance an Awakener was discovered in a rural area, they were always sent to a larger city, and the village was paid a percentage of the profits that came through the Awakenings the creature performed.


    A group of servants were driving a line of carts toward the Kablan, each one bearing a large block of stone. A couple of figures stood at the base of the marble building—and they wore black. Merin shivered as one of the figures turned toward him. Merin couldn’t see what it looked like because of the distance, but he knew the stories. Awakeners weren’t quite human, not anymore. Their arts . . . changed them.


    “I’ve always wondered what the inside looked like,” Renarin noted, looking at the Kablan.


    Aredor shivered visibly. “I have absolutely no idea, and no desire to find out. In fact, if I never had to see an Awakener except on the day of charans, it would be fine with me.”


    “They are the fuel of our economy,” Renarin said in his unassuming voice. “Without them gemstones would be useless, and we would be paupers, my brother.”


    “Well, that’s fine,” Aredor said. “Let them fuel the economy—as long as they do it from within their building.”


    Merin nodded. “I agree,” he mumbled. The figure was still looking at him. He had only seen an Awakener once, during his charan. It had been a young man, one who hadn’t been an Awakener very long—only the unlearned were wasted on the charan. That Awakener hadn’t looked any different from a regular person, but he would change. Apparently they all did, eventually.


    Merin could still remember the glowing bit of quartz hovering above the Awakener’s hand. He could remember his fear as the quartz floated forward, still glowing, to touch Merin’s skin. It had shattered, sending a strange sensation through his body—a sudden vibration, a feeling like each of his bones had been scraped against rough stone at once. Supposedly, that one experience made Merin immune to Awakening for the rest of his life. There was no reason to fear the creatures, for they no longer had power over him. Even still, when the day of the charan came each year thereafter, he had found a way to be out in the fields when the Awakener arrived to perform the ritual on the children of age that year.


    “Be thankful, Brother,” Renarin noted, “that the Almighty didn’t decide to make you an Awakener.”


    Aredor snorted. “Come on, let’s get to the monastery while there’s still light.”


    Merin nodded eagerly, joining Aredor as they walked away. Renarin lingered for a moment, then followed. Soon they had left the Kablan behind, and a structure with a familiar architecture rose up before them.


    Aredor said that Shieldhome Monastery was one of Kholinar’s most famous landmarks. Founded during the Ninth Epoch, the monastery contained the most skilled masters of dueling in all of Alethkar. As they walked through the broad, glyph-covered gates, Merin immediately felt a familiarity. Two years earlier, when he had first joined the military, he had been taken to a Strikehome Monastery in Norkedav for initial training. While the city had been much less grand than Kholinar, the monasteries were nearly the same. The ground was covered with sand for training, and the monastery was made up of four walled courtyards with quarters for the monks lining the outer perimeter.


    Aredor kicked off his slippers, motioning for Merin to do the same. “I need to go speak with the monks,” Aredor explained. “And have them gather their masters to see if any are willing to train you. Go over and watch the men spar, if you like. It will give you a feel for the training.”


    Merin nodded as Aredor wandered off. There were several groups practicing in the courtyard, including one to his left that was composed of men in colorful clothing—obviously lords. Merin wandered their direction, curious.


    Several pairs dueled with Shardblades—an action that Merin would have considered dangerous, had Aredor not explained that once a Shardblade was Bonded, it could be dulled for sparring. The majority of the men, however, dueled with regular swords. As Merin approached, he realized with a sinking feeling that he recognized several of these men.


    “Well,” Meridas said, holding up a hand to stop his duel. “Greetings to you, peasant Shardbearer.”


    Merin frowned, wishing he’d recognized the man earlier. What was he doing in Kholinar? Meridas was attendant to the king; he should have remained in Ral Eram.


    “Come to learn how to duel, little citizen?” Meridas asked, sword held casually at his side as a few other noblemen gathered around him with interested expressions. “You’ll have to be careful. Wouldn’t want to get . . . hurt by accident. Then someone else would have to be given that pretty Blade of yours.”


    Merin sighed, turning away from Meridas and the others. He felt their laughter on his neck as he walked away. Every time that he felt like he was growing to be accepted in Dalenar’s court, someone reminded him that he didn’t really belong. Aredor and Renarin could only do so much—they had their own lives, and their own duties. They couldn’t watch out for Merin forever—eventually he would have to find his own way.


    You won’t be able to make everyone like you—but you might be able to make them respect you. Dalenar’s words from before returned to him. Merin looked down at his Blade. Perhaps dueling was the way to earn that respect.


    He wandered across the courtyard, looking for other duels to watch. Most of the noblemen were near Meridas, so Merin instead found himself watching a group of older monks. Like many monks who followed the Order of Khonra, they wore long tan skirts and loose shirts instead of traditional robes. They fought with swords, though they weren’t necessarily noblemen—monks were considered to have neither class nor gender, and they could practice any art they wished, whether it be painting or dueling.


    The monks were very good. They fought with wooden practice swords, and their motions were fluid. Rhythmic. Watching their smooth, controlled motions seemed to calm a bit of the chaos in Merin’s recent life.


    After a few moments, one of the monks noticed him watching. The man paused, regarding Merin with the eyes of a warrior. “Shouldn’t you be practicing with the other lords, traveler?”


    Merin shrugged. “I don’t really fit in with them, holy one.”


    “Your clothing says that you should,” the monk said, nodding to Merin’s fine seasilk outfit.


    Merin grimaced.


    The monk raised an eyebrow questioningly. He was an older man, perhaps the same age as Merin’s father, and had a strong build beneath his monk’s clothing. He was almost completely bald, save for a bit of hair on the sides of his head, and even that was beginning to grey.


    “It’s nothing, holy one,” Merin said. “I’m just a little bit tired of hearing about clothing.”


    “Maybe this will take your mind off it,” the monk said, tossing him a practice sword. “And don’t call me ‘holy one.’”


    Merin caught the sword, looking down at it blankly. Then he yelped in surprise, dropping his Shardblade and raising the practice sword awkwardly as the monk stepped forward in a dueling stance. Merin wasn’t certain how to respond—all of his training in the army had focused on working within his squad, using his shield to protect his companions and his spear to harry the opponent. He’d rarely been forced to fight solitarily.


    The monk came in with a few testing swings, and Merin tried his best to mimic the man’s stance. He knew enough not to engage the first few blows—they were meant to throw Merin off balance and leave him open for a strike. He retreated across the cool sand, shuffling backward and trying not to fall for the monk’s feints. Even still, the man’s first serious strike took Merin completely by surprise. The blow took Merin on the shoulder—it was delivered lightly, but it stung anyway.


    “Your instincts are good,” the monk said, returning to his stance. “But your swordsmanship is atrocious.”


    “That’s kind of why I’m here,” Merin said, trying another stance. This time he managed to dodge the first blow, though the follow-through caught him on the thigh. He grunted in pain.


    “Your Blade is unbonded,” the monk said. “And you resist moving to the sides, as if you expect there to be someone standing beside you. You were a spearman?”


    “Yes,” Merin said.


    The monk stepped back, lowering his blade and resting the tip in the sand. “You must have done something incredibly brave to earn yourself a Blade, little spearman.”


    “Either that, or I was just lucky,” Merin replied.


    The monk smiled, then nodded toward the center of the courtyard. “Your friend is looking for you.”


    Merin turned to see Aredor waving for him. Merin nodded thankfully to the monk and returned the practice sword, then picked up his Shardblade and jogged across the sands toward Aredor. Standing with Dalenar’s son was a group of elderly, important-looking monks.


    “Merin,” Aredor began, “these are the monastery masters. Each of them is an expert at several dueling forms, and they’ll be able to train you in the one that fits you best. Masters Bendahkha and Lhanan are currently accepting new students. You can train with either one of them, though you’ll need to pay the standard hundred-ishmark tribute to the monastery out of your monthly stipend.”


    Merin regarded the two monks Aredor had indicated. Both looked very distinguished, almost uncomfortably so. They regarded Merin with the lofty expressions of men who had spent their entire lives practicing their art, and who had risen to the highest of their talents. They stood like kings in their monasteries—not condescending, but daunting nonetheless.


    Merin glanced to the side, a sudden impression taking him. “Holy ones, I am honored by your offer, but I feel a little overwhelmed. Could you tell me, is the monk I just sparred with accepting students at the moment?”


    The masters frowned. “You mean Vasher?” one of them asked. “Why do you wish to train with him?”


    “I . . . I’m not certain,” Merin confessed.


    One of the masters waved for a younger monk and sent him running off toward Vasher’s group. As he did so, Aredor pulled Merin aside with a concerned face.


    “What are you doing?” Aredor asked quietly.


    “Those masters make me uncomfortable, Aredor,” Merin said.


    Aredor rolled his eyes. “You’re going to have to get over that, Merin. You’re a lord now.”


    “I’m trying,” Merin replied. “But . . .”


    “The man you sent for isn’t even a proper monk,” Aredor said. “He’s Oathgiven, not Birthgiven. He joined the monastery by choice, rather than being given by his parents before the age of his charan. He won’t be a dueling master—he probably just came here by happenstance.”


    “Aredor,” Merin said frankly, “I came here by happenstance.”


    Aredor just sighed as the young monk approached, the man Merin had spared with—Vasher—following behind. “What is this about, masters?” Vasher asked in a calm voice.


    “This child wishes you to be his master,” the senior master said, waving toward Merin. “He wishes to know if you are taking any students.”


    Vasher snorted. “You really don’t know what you’re doing, do you, little spearman?”


    Merin just shrugged.


    “Very well,” Vasher said. “If he is willing to do what I say, I’ll train him.”


    Aredor groaned quietly, but the masters just nodded and began walking away. Vasher turned back toward the corner of the monastery, where the monks he had been sparring with still practiced. Uncertain what else to do, Merin tagged along behind. Once they reached the place he had dueled before, Merin set aside his Shardblade and reached for a practice sword.


    Vasher reached out a foot and placed it on the sword just as Merin began to lift it. “No,” he said.


    Merin rose uncertainly, watching as Vasher walked over to the weapons pile and selected an object. He returned with a large, thick-hafted horsekiller arrow and handed it to Merin.


    “An arrow?” Merin asked slowly.


    “A little spear,” Vasher said. “For a little spearman. I don’t want you thinking you are a duelist—you haven’t earned a practice sword yet.”


    “You let me fight with one before, master,” Merin protested.


    “That was before you were my student,” Vasher informed. “And don’t call me ‘master.’ My name is Vasher. From this moment on and until I declare your training complete, you are not to duel with anyone unless I give you permission. You may not swing a sword—even that Shardblade of yours—unless it is under my direction. Do you understand?”


    “Yes, sir!” Merin snapped, spearman training returning.


    “And don’t call me ‘sir’ either,” Vasher said with a bitter scowl. “You’re a lord, not a footman. Follow my rules if you wish, learn from me as you wish, and leave as you wish. I care not.”


    “Okay . . .” Merin said, eyeing the arrow with skepticism.


    “Good. Now, watch.” Vasher turned, falling into a stance and raising his sword. He stood there for a moment, then turned expectant eyes on Merin.


    Merin quickly mimicked Vasher’s stance. The monk walked over to him, nudging Merin’s foot forward a few inches, correcting his posture, and showing him how to grip the arrow.


    “Good,” Vasher said. “How high can you count?”


    “Uh, I don’t know,” Merin confessed, holding still in the stance. “As high as I want, I suppose.”


    “Good,” Vasher said, turning and walking back toward his dueling partner. “Hold that stance for a thousand heartbeats. When you’re done, let me know and we’ll do another.”


    Merin frowned, but the monk said nothing further. A bead of sweat rolled down Merin’s cheek in the sunlight. What have I gotten myself into? he wondered, sighing internally.


    Chapter 17: Merin 4


    Merin stood perched on the side of the stone wall, looking down. Kholinar’s walls were lofty and thick. Their sides smoothed by the drippings of winter storms, the wall’s blocks seemed to have melded together—almost as if the structure were formed of a single massive stone. The rock was dark, the color of crom buildup and winter lichens—similar to the buildings of Merin’s home village. Unlike many of Kholinar’s buildings, the walls could not be scrubbed clean or whitewashed. However, the unrefined look felt right—it made the walls seem more like a natural force than a man-made barrier.


    Merin took a breath, then jumped off the side.


    He had chosen a lower section of the wall—one of the shorter side bastions that ran parallel to the main structure. Even still, it was a daunting distance to the ground, thirty or more feet. Merin plummeted like a boulder. He tried to keep his eyes open as he fell, watching the ground approach. His feet slammed against it, the weight of his Shardplate throwing up chips of broken stone. He stumbled slightly, falling back against the wall and steadying himself.


    He took a couple of deep breaths. Even after several tenset repetitions, jumping off the wall still unnerved him. Experience had proven that the fall would not hurt—though the impact shook a little, it was manageable. Still, there was something unsettling about falling from such a height.


    Merin sighed, heaving himself away from the wall’s support to begin jogging back up the wall’s steps. Only sixty more to go. . . .


    When he reached the top again, he was surprised to see Aredor waiting for him. Dalenar’s heir wore his customary well-tailored outfit, and stood leisurely with his back resting against the battlement. “My older brother once visited Shinavar,” he noted. “He said that there were animals there that could fly—strange, colorful creatures, some as large as a pig. I do not think, however, that they gained the ability through sheer force of repetition.”


    Merin snorted, walking to his jump point, looking over the edge. A cool breeze was blowing, though the day was hot. Summer had almost reached the Searing, the forty-day stretch at its center when rain was scarce. The Searing was broken by only a single highstorm at its center—the Almighty’s Bellow, the most furious storm of the year.


    Merin turned back to Aredor, removing his helmet and wiping his brow. “Vasher told me to jump off the wall a hundred times,” he explained.


    Aredor raised an amused eyebrow. “Ordering you to eat in your armor for a week wasn’t enough for him, eh?”


    “Apparently not,” Merin replied, shivering slightly at the memory of wearing his Shardplate to evening meals at Dalenar’s palace. Visiting lords had given him some very odd looks, but had received no end of mirth from the experience once Aredor filled them in.


    “A hundred times, eh?” Aredor said. “What number are you on?”


    “Forty-one,” Merin said.


    Aredor grimaced. “You’ve been at it for several hours already!”


    “It takes time to get up those steps,” Merin said.


    Aredor just shook his head. Merin could see the amusement in his eyes, however.


    “I know,” Merin grumbled. “I should have chosen one of the masters you picked for me.”


    “Oh, I would never gloat over a friend’s misfortune,” Aredor said.


    “I’m sure.”


    “I’m certain Brother Vasher knows what he’s doing,” Aredor said. “Why, if you keep at it, and he might actually let you fight with a sword.”


    Merin snorted, and threw himself off the top of the wall again. The uncoordinated jump, however, flung him off-balance, and he dropped on his side, crashing to the ground in an unceremonious clang.


    With the hard landing, it happened again—just like the first time he had put on the armor, and several times after. The air around Merin changed, becoming viscous to his sight, patterns forming and flowing. The air was still transparent, yet keenly discernible to him—like the waves of heat rising above flames.


    Merin sat stunned for a moment. The Shardplate had cushioned his fall, leaving him a little dazed—but that was not why he remained motionless. He still had no explanation for why the armor changed his sight—Aredor seemed befuddled, and Renarin said he’d rarely worn Shardplate. However, every time it happened, it lasted briefly. Any motion disturbed the experience, ending the surreal moment.


    He did not want it to end. There was something . . . transfixing about the motions in the air. The patterns were not random—they moved with the air. In fact, it was almost as if he could see the wind itself, flowing around him, pushed by people who passed, falling in currents beside the wall’s shadow, only to rise when it reached sunlight again. The air seemed to whisper to him, drawing him to it, embracing him. . . .


    Almost reflexively, he reached upward with a gauntleted hand. The experience ended as suddenly as it had come, plunging him back into normality. He lay dazed on the stones below the wall. Above, he could barely make out Aredor’s concerned face looking down at him.


    Merin sighed, heaving himself to his feet to show that he was unharmed. Several minutes later, he puffed his way to the top of the wall again. The armor might increase his strength, but it was still difficult to make the climb over and over again.


    “That was quite a jump,” Aredor noted.


    “Are you here for a reason?” Merin asked. “Or did you just come to mock me?”


    “Oh, mocking, mostly,” Aredor said with a yawn. “You know, you look like you could use a break. Why don’t you leave the rest of your . . . training for tomorrow?”


    Merin glanced over the side of the wall. He had a dueling session with Vasher in another hour or so. It probably wouldn’t be a good idea to arrive fatigued from the jumping—the monk’s training was hard enough as it was.


    “All right,” Merin said. “Let’s go get something to eat.”


    “They said they were too busy with the harvest,” Merin said as he, Aredor, and Renarin made their way toward Shieldhome for evening sparring. “Or at least that’s what their letter said. The scribe says she copied down their words exactly, though.”


    Aredor frowned. “Why wouldn’t your parents want to come to Kholinar? With a Shardbearer’s stipend you could surely give them a better life here.”


    Merin shook his head. “It’s . . . difficult to explain.” His parents’ words, while disappointing, had not been surprising. “My parents are . . . happy as farmers, Aredor. Stonemount is a tiny village. Its people have no concept of the difference between tributing lords, ranking lords, landed nobility, and unlanded nobility. They’ve heard of Shardbearers, but none of them really know what that means. To them, what I’ve become is . . . something strange, something that shouldn’t affect one of their children. They do know that they have to get the harvest in, however, before the Searing arrives.”


    “Still seems strange,” Aredor said. “You’re their son. Don’t they want to see you?”


    Merin had visited once. Once their training as spearmen was completed, they had been allowed two months to visit their families before going off to Prallah. Even then, Merin’s visit had been awkward. None of his brothers had traveled further than the next two villages over. They had been fascinated by the stories he told, but reserved toward him. He had been . . . foreign. Merin remembered the awed hesitance he had seen in the eyes of his three friends that morning when he awoke to find himself a Shardbearer. He had no desire to see the same in the eyes of his parents.


    “I’ll visit them once summer is over,” Merin said. “There’s no hurry—I’ve been away for three years now.”


    They entered the monastery, where Aredor and Renarin split to walk toward the noblemen’s side of the courtyard. Merin was still a little surprised that Renarin came to the monastery—he would have thought the duels would be too strong a reminder of the lost Shardblade. Renarin, however, didn’t seem to mind—he and his brother spent many of their evening spars practicing with each other, using regular swords.


    Something Merin still hadn’t been allowed to do. He sighed, setting his Shardblade against the far wall where he could keep an eye on it, then removing his slippers. He wore training clothing—a sencoat and loose trousers, much like the outfits the monks wore, though his was noticeably finer in make.


    Vasher stood with his monk companions, drinking from a water barrel. Several of the monks nodded to Merin as he joined them. During his time training with Vasher, Merin had begun to understand a little bit of the politics of the monastery. At first it seemed like the only stratification in the courtyard lay in the division between lords and citizens. However, there was a more subtle distinction—one among the monks themselves.


    While most of the monks ate together, shared the responsibilities of cleaning, and interacted with each other civilly, they always trained with the same group of men. The groups did not intermix on the sparring yard; they maintained strictly stratified cliques.


    Vasher’s group seemed to be near the bottom. All its men were about the same grizzled age. They were different from the calm-minded weapons masters that trained in other parts of the courtyard. Vasher’s companions spoke less, and seemed to hide more within their troubled eyes. Most of them bore scars or other hints of battle. They were Oathgiven monks—men who had joined the monastery of their own will, after becoming adults. Merin wondered what it was these men wanted to escape, and whether the monastery provided the shelter they sought.


    “How did the jumping go?” Vasher asked, lowering his ladle and wiping his mouth with a towel, then picking up his practice sword.


    “I got about halfway done,” Merin said.


    Vasher nodded, waving for Merin to follow him toward an open patch of sand. “Show me your stance,” he said once they arrived.


    Merin fell into the dueling stance as he had been trained, hands held forward as if gripping a sword’s hilt. Vasher walked around him, eyeing the stance with a critical eye. Eventually, he nodded. “Good,” he said, tossing Merin the practice sword.


    Merin smiled broadly, catching the wooden weapon. Finally! During the weeks of training, he had begun to desire the simple wooden blade with nearly the same zeal some men chased Shardblades. However, instead of power or title, the acceptance of this blade brought something else: validation.


    Vasher walked over to the pile, picking through the practice weapons, acting as if nothing important had transpired. “Back into your stance!” he snapped, shooting a glance at Merin.


    Merin did as ordered, falling into the stance, feeling the weight of the wooden sword in his hands. Regardless of its material, it was a fine weapon, well weighted and sturdy, bearing the nicks and bruises of countless matches. It felt good.


    Vasher approached—bearing, Merin noticed with interest, a long, hook-ended polearm instead of a sword. Rather than falling into a stance when he arrived, Vasher simply reached out with the weapon, hooked the back of Merin’s leg, and flipped him off his feet. Merin toppled to the sand with a surprised grunt.


    “Up!” Vasher said. “Quickly. Into the stance!”


    Merin scrambled up, sand trickling from his sencoat as reassumed the stance.


    “Not quickly enough,” Vasher said. “Again.” He hooked Merin’s leg with a quick gesture, throwing him to the sand again.


    Merin did as commanded, this time making better time, jumping up and raising his sword as quickly as he could manage.


    “Far too slow,” Vasher informed. “I want you to fall down and get up a hundred times.”


    Merin groaned, lowering the practice sword. “I thought that since I had a sword now, you’d actually let me spar,” he complained.


    Vasher snorted. “I just didn’t want you to get too accustomed to the stance with the wrong weight in your hands,” he said. “Now go.”


    Merin sighed, falling to the ground, then scrambling back up. Vasher stood back, nonchalantly leaning against the polearm and watching as Merin worked. Sweat-stained sand was plastered to Merin’s forehead by the time he finished. However, he could already see improvement. Now, instead of rising and then assuming the stance, he could nearly step right into it from the moment he began to rise.


    As he finished his hundredth rise, Vasher suddenly attacked, jumping forward with his hooked weapon. He swung the polearm like a staff, coming at Merin with both ends swinging in a flurry of attacks.


    Merin yelped, bringing up the practice sword to block what blows he could. Vasher’s fury pushed him back across the sand, forcing him to retreat.


    “Maintain the stance!” Vasher snapped between blows. “It will think for you. All of your strikes flow from the stance, all of your motions are fluid within it. In the stance, you are nolh, free as air, flowing into the next attack. If you break the stance, you become taln, and stone cannot change shape. Even a rock can be broken with enough force or persistence. The wind, however, can never be defeated.”


    Merin tried to do as commanded, tried to keep his feet positioned as he had been taught, tried to step in the motions he had repeated hundreds of times. Even with the confusion of Vasher’s attacks, however, he could immediately see the truth of the monk’s words. When he didn’t misstep, when he managed to keep his sword placed in one of the five defensive positions, his body seemed to move without thought. The parries and retreats he had been taught came naturally, and Vasher’s blinding strikes were somehow blocked. However, when Merin misstepped, stumbled, or lost his focus for just a moment, a tenset blows seemed to strike his skin.


    Vasher stopped eventually and Merin tumbled backward, stumbling and dropping to the sand, the practice sword falling from nearly numb fingers. He sat in the sand for a moment, gasping for breath.


    Vasher planted the staff’s end in the sand and extended a hand, pulling Merin to his feet. “Go get something to drink,” he said.


    Merin nodded thankfully, jogging over to the water barrel and grabbing a ladle. He drank thankfully, but sparingly. He probably didn’t need to be so frugal with water—not here in Kholinar, with its river and its lushness. However, his instincts still told him it was summer—back in Stonemount, water would be scarce until the fall highstorms began to pick up.


    As he drank, Merin glanced across the courtyard, toward the sparring noblemen. Aredor and Renarin were there, as was Meridas and several of the other men Merin knew from the court. Apparently, many noblemen from Ral Eram came to Kholinar to train with Shieldhome’s respected master monks.


    “I can’t help wondering if I should join those noblemen, Vasher,” Merin noted as his teacher approached. “When I was a spearman, the captains always emphasized how important it was to know the men you were fighting with, so you could trust them. How can I be expected to defend Alethkar in war if I don’t have the camaraderie of the other lords?”


    Vasher shook his head. “When you were a spearman, your life depended on your neighbor’s ability to protect your flank. You’re a Shardbearer now; you can depend on no one. Even on a battlefield of a hundred thousand men, you will fight alone.”


    “Yes, but shouldn’t I at least spend a little time sparring with them?” Merin asked. “Seems like it would help me learn how to duel.”


    “I’m not teaching you how to duel,” Vasher said.


    “What?” Merin asked, turning with surprise.


    “I’m teaching you how to fight,” Vasher said.


    “And the difference is?”


    “One is contained in the other,” the aging monk said, turning to walk back across the sand. “Go and get your arrow.”


    Merin sighed, putting away the ladle and walking over to the weapon pile to do as commanded. When he joined Vasher, the monk had retrieved a dark-colored sheath from the wall inside one of the rooms along the wall. The monk slid a bright steel sword from the sheath, its sheen reflecting the setting sun.


    Vasher fell into his stance. “You wanted to spar?” he said. “Very well.”


    Merin stood hesitantly, looking down at his arrow, then back up at Vasher’s sword. Its edge did not look dulled. “You have a very strange teaching style, old man,” Merin informed.


    Vasher snorted. “Come on. Find the stance.”


    Merin sighed, doing as instructed, holding out the long arrow as if it were a sword. He had pulled off the fletchings long ago, and held it in one hand as instructed by Vasher, but ready to use the second hand for power if necessary.


    “This is the difference between dueling and fighting,” Vasher explained, stepping forward to strike. Merin jumped backward reflexively, resisting the urge to use his arrow to parry.


    “Your noble friends,” Vasher continued, “they can only fight one way, with one weapon. If they lose their Shardblades on the battlefield, they become useless. Disarm them, and you’ve won. A real warrior, however, depends on himself, not on his weapon.” He struck again; Merin dodged backward, beginning to sweat. The sword stroke had passed far too close—did Vasher realize how dangerous his ‘training’ was becoming?


    “You will study with the sword,” Vasher said. “And you will use a Shardblade. It will become part of you, like a limb of your own flesh. Sometimes, however, limbs must be lost to save the life. If you get too accustomed to the Blade’s lightness and power, it will become a crutch.” He swung again; Merin dodged.


    “Come on,” Vasher chastised. “Fight me.”


    “If I try to parry, you’ll just cut my weapon in half,” Merin complained.


    “Then find another way,” Vasher challenged.


    Merin continued to dodge, gritting his teeth. Each swipe was more frustrating, and Vasher’s comments began to sound like taunts. How did the man expect him to fight? This wasn’t a spar—it was a ridiculous farce.


    Finally, Merin could stand it no longer. Vasher swung, and Merin struck, desperately lunging forward, driving the point of his arrow toward the man’s chest. The monk easily flipped his sword around, shearing the front off the arrow. Then he kicked, sweeping Merin’s feet out from under him and throwing him to the sand yet again. When his vision cleared, Vasher stood above him, sword placed against Merin’s neck.


    “I want you to remember this,” Vasher said. “This is how every Shardless opponent will feel when he must face you. After a time, you will begin to think you’re invincible. But remember this feeling—the feeling that drove you to attack an expert swordsman with nothing but an arrow. That frustration, that hopelessness, drives men to recklessness and heroism. Perhaps, if the man you killed had remembered that, you would be dead and Alethkar would be part of Pralir, rather than the other way around.”


    Vasher extended a hand, helping Merin to his feet. He nodded toward Aredor and the other noblemen. “They like to pretend that their duels are fair—they contrive ways to make them balanced. But no fight is ever balanced, Merin. One man is always better trained or better equipped. Some days, you will have to defend your life with a sick stomach, or with a dire thirst, or even after some woman has spurned you. It will never be fair. Honor and Protocol are fine ideals, but at the end of the fight, the one who is still alive usually gets to decide who was the more honorable. When you fight, you need to use every advantage you have. Understand?”


    Merin nodded, reaching down to pick the arrowhead up off the ground so that no one would step on it.


    “Good,” Vasher said. “Now, go jump off the wall some more.”


    Chapter 22: Merin 5


    Merin clanked through the hallways of the Kholinar palace, looking for Aredor. He found Renarin instead. The younger son was in Aredor’s sitting room, seated beside a table—a brushpen held in his hand.


    “You’re writing!” Merin accused, aghast.


    Renarin looked up with surprise, then relaxed when he saw it was only Merin. He held up his sheet of paper, which was scribbled with very simple glyphs—ones that even Merin recognized. “They’re just numbers,” Renarin defended. “Men are allowed to write numbers.”


    “They are?” Merin asked uncertainly.


    “Well . . .” Renarin hedged. “Merchants do it, though they usually use tallies. A lot have just started using the glyphs for convenience, though.”


    “Yes, but why do you need to write them?” Merin asked, regarding the sheet of paper. He knew very little of mathematics, but some of the numbers appeared to be sequences of one sort or another. If there were any connections between the other sets of numbers, however, they were beyond him.


    “I just like playing with numbers,” Renarin said in his sheepish way, accepting the paper back.


    Merin shrugged. “Where is Aredor?”


    “He’s meeting with someone,” Renarin said, nodding toward the heir’s audience chamber. “It’s a little early to be off to sparring practice.”


    “We’re not going there yet,” Merin explained, setting aside his helmet, then reaching over to undo the clasp on his right gauntlet. “Your brother promised to arrange for someone to read to me from The Way of Kings today. I was going to go over to Faithhome to get a reading, but he said he’d arrange for a monk to come here and do it, so he could listen too.” Merin frowned as he spoke, pulling off the other gauntlet, then peering inside.


    “What’s wrong?” Renarin asked.


    “The gauntlet,” Merin complained, shaking it up and down for a moment, then peering inside. “There’s a rock or something stuck inside—it’s been bothering me all day.” He set the gauntlet aside with a sigh. “Here, will you help me with the breastplate?”


    Renarin rose, helping him pull off the chest piece. Then the younger son picked up Merin’s gauntlet, putting it on and letting it size itself to him.


    “You’re right,” Renarin said as Merin took off the rest of the armor. “There is something in here.” Renarin pulled off the gauntlet, picking at the inside.


    Merin pulled off the last boot, then sat down with a sigh. He was so tired of the awkward metal that he was almost beginning to regret the day he had saved King Elhokar’s life. Vasher had him training in the Plate so often he felt like he wore the suit more often than he didn’t—he was surprised the monk hadn’t commanded him to sleep in it yet.


    “There!” Renarin said, pulling something out of the gauntlet. “It was wedged underneath a layer of leather. Look.” He held up something very different from the rock Merin had been expecting—a small pendant, tipped with a disclike piece of carved stone.


    “What is it?” Merin asked, reaching for the stone.


    “Looks like jade,” Renarin said. “A glyphward.”


    As soon as Merin touched the glyphward, the air in the room drew breath and came to life. Merin stood frozen for a moment, the source of the strange visions suddenly manifest. Just as before, he could see the air flowing through the room, sense its motions blowing in beneath the door, seeping out through the shuttered window, and even being drawn in and out by Renarin’s lungs.


    Tentatively, he released the glyphward. The room returned to normal.


    “I wonder how it got in there,” Renarin was saying with a musing voice. “Must have belonged to the man who tried to kill the king. A glyphward brought with him, tucked safely in the gauntlet, for protection in battle. Didn’t work very well, did it?”


    Merin touched the glyphward again, tapping it as it hung from the string below Renarin’s fingers. As soon as his fingers brushed the glyph, the air became visible again.


    “Merin?” Renarin asked, frowning. “What’s wrong?”


    “Touch the glyphward,” Merin said. “Try it.”


    Renarin shrugged, placing the glyph in his hand. “All right. What now?”


    “You don’t . . . sense anything different?”


    “No,” Renarin said. “Should I? It’s just a glyphward, Merin.”


    It doesn’t work for him, Merin thought. But why? “What glyph is it?”


    Merin regarded the carved character. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Looks like it’s a derivative of Nah.”


    Nah—power. Merin withdrew his hand uncertainly. What kind of strange magic was this? Glyphwards were supposed to protect against the super-natural, not foster it. And why would it work only for Merin?


    “Do you want it?” Renarin asked.


    Merin paused. Did he? He reached into his sencoat’s side pocket, pulling out one of his mother’s sewn glyphwards—one he had carried with him through battles. It was stained and dirtied, and would look silly next to his fine clothing, but his experiences earlier had taught him to at least carry it with him. He opened it up. “Here,” he said, “drop it in this.”


    Renarin frowned, but did as requested. Merin folded the cloth, locking the strange pendant within it, and tucked both in his pocket.


    “And people say I’m strange,” Renarin mumbled, sitting down. “I—” He was cut off as the door to Aredor’s audience chamber opened and a man stepped out, followed by Aredor. Merin didn’t recognize the stranger, though he wore riding clothing—not lavish, but rich enough. Probably a minor nobleman, Nineteenth or Twentieth Lord. The breast of his cloak bore the glyph of House Kholin, but the glyph was twisted into an unfamiliar design.


    Aredor stood for a moment, speaking to the newcomer.


    “Who is he?” Merin whispered, leaning closer to Renarin.


    “A very distant cousin,” Renarin whispered back. “From Crossguard—one of Parshen Jezenrosh’s couriers.”


    “Jezenrosh?” Merin asked. “Isn’t he supposed to be dying or something?”


    Renarin shook his head. “He left the war because of sickness, but he’s since recovered.”


    Aredor gave the stranger a familial clasp on the shoulder, and the courier bowed his head, then turned and walked quickly from the room.


    “What was that all about?” Merin asked as Aredor walked over to join them.


    “Family business,” Aredor said offhandily. He eyed Merin’s Shardplate, sitting in a heap on the floor. “More wall-jumping?”


    Merin shook his head. “Vasher wants me to lean how to jump up to my feet from a prone position without using my hands.”


    “Wearing Shardplate?” Aredor asked with amusement. “That’s not possible.”


    “Oh, it is,” Merin said. “I managed to do it a couple of times.”


    “Out of how many tries?” Aredor asked skeptically.


    “Five hundred or so,” Merin admitted.


    Aredor chuckled, and Merin blushed. “It’s better than last week,” Merin said. “He had me jumping off the wall, landing on my feet, rolling to the ground, coming up, swinging twenty times, then jogging back up the stairs—all without stopping. Five repetitions nearly killed me.”


    This time, Aredor laughed out loud. “Well,” he said, “if I ever get attacked by a wall, I’ll know who to send for. I assume you’re here for the Kings reading?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good,” Aredor replied. “She should arrive any moment.”


    Merin paused. “She? You said you were going to bring in a monk!”


    “Oh, did I?” Aredor said innocently. “Completely forgot.”


    Merin flushed, looking down at his outfit. He was dressed in a padded shennah undershirt and trousers, meant for use beneath armor. Both were stained with sweat from his day’s exertions.


    “By the winds!” he swore. “Lend me something else to wear!”


    Aredor laughed, nodding toward his bedroom chambers. Merin rushed inside, selecting an outfit as he heard the outer door open and a feminine voice speak. He hurriedly changed—Aredor was a tad taller than he, but the clothing fit without looking too bad. He quickly splashed some water on his face from the bin, sprinkled a bit of scented oil on his neck, then composed himself and rejoined the others.


    Merin had to admit, this one was rather attractive. Thin-faced with dark Aleth hair, she was a model of noble femininity—reserved without being cold, immaculately dressed and composed. She rose when Merin entered, bowing respectfully.


    Aredor winked his direction, and Merin resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Merin,” Aredor announced, “let me introduce the Lady Sankal, first daughter of Lord Chanaran Miendavnah. We are fortunate for this opportunity—Lady Sankal is known for her poetic voice.”


    “It is an honor, my lady,” Merin said with a nod.


    “For me as well,” the lady replied. “Please, be seated. You wished to hear from The Way of Kings? Which section?”


    “The First,” Merin requested, seating himself beside Aredor on the couch. Lady Sankal waved to her companion—a younger girl, probably Sankal’s ward, who bore a very thick tome. Sankal seated herself as well, opening the book in her lap.


    “Part One,” she read, “the Ideal Monarch. The Sovereign is not a tyrant, but a father. As the Almighty cares for his creations, so the Sovereign should love and care for his people. His is a holy position granted to him by birth from the Almighty. In the eternal eye of the Almighty, a Sovereign’s worth will be judged not by his acts of heroism, his great conquests, or his wealth. It will be determined by the love he earned from his people.”


    Despite his annoyance with Aredor, Merin smiled. The reading was far better than the ones he had received from the monks. Lady Senkal spoke with a melodic cadence, converting Bajerden’s simple passages into a rhythmic near-ballad. Her voice was sweet and relaxing, and she never stumbled over words like the monks often did.


    “She’s something, eh?” Aredor said quietly, nudging him. “You should trust me more.”


    Merin raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t forgiven you yet,” he informed.


    “Oh?” Aredor asked. “What are you going to do? Make me jump off the wall a couple of times?”


    “No,” Merin replied. “But next time I’m up there, I’ll do my best to make certain I fall on you.”


    Aredor chuckled to himself, leaning back and relaxing as he listened. Merin did likewise. Actually, he was rather pleased with the outcome, even if he was getting a little tired of The Way of Kings. He felt guilty admitting it, even to himself, but it was true. He knew the words were important—Kanaran society was founded on Bajerden’s philosophies. However, the writing was just so dry. Bajerden outlined his beliefs in a straightforward, but dull manner. Merin had been excited the first couple of times he had received a reading, but Dalenar had recommended that Merin hear from the book at least once a week—more often when he could manage it. Even with six sections to choose from, the readings were beginning to seem very repetitive.


    “The great and magnificent duty of the Sovereign is the safety of his people. Without them, he is nothing. As they provide for his sustenance, he must provide for their livelihoods. The second duty of the Sovereign is the wealth of his people. He is a waged servant, and if his people do not prosper more because of his presence, then he has failed them.”


    The book made more sense to him now that he understood that Bajerden’s word ‘Sovereign’ didn’t just refer to the king, but to anyone of noble blood. The first and fourth sections were the ones Merin found most interesting—the first because it reminded him of the heroes of the past, and the fourth because it mentioned Protocol and swordplay. However, even the best sections were a little dry.


    Merin forced himself to continue listening to readings, however. Dalenar was right—how could he perform his duty if he didn’t understand what that duty was? There was no better place to hear about the obligations of his station than through The Way of Kings.


    The truth was, however, he would much rather have been hearing from one of the great ballads. He had accidentally made the discovery—after a The Way of Kings reading, Merin had heard a monk reading from The Fall of Kanar in a nearby room. He had gone to investigate and had listened ravenously. It wasn’t until that moment that he had realized the treasure at his disposal—there were hundreds of great epics to be heard, everything from The Betrayal of Inavah to The Chronicles of the Returns. Back in Stonemount, he had only been able to hear the songs known by townsfolk or passing minstrels, but now—as a Lord—he could demand any of them on a whim. It had become his habit to request a reading from one of them after hearing a section out of The Way of Kings.


    Unfortunately, he wouldn’t be able to sneak in any ballad-reading this day. Lady Senkal marched onward through her recitation, reading about the rules by which a Sovereign should decide whether or not to go to war.


    “She’s not married, you know,” Aredor whispered about three-quarters of the way through the reading.


    Merin rolled his eyes. “Why is it you insist on trying to marry me off?” he hissed. “You’re five years older than me, and you haven’t seen fit to woo a bride yet—in fact, everything I hear claims you enjoy keeping the women guessing.”


    “I’m horribly misrepresented,” Aredor said. “It’s a conspiracy among the mothers. None of them want me as a son-in-law.”


    Merin shot his friend a suffering look. Aredor was one of the most sought-after matches in Alethkar. It was commonly expected that he would be chosen as Parshen after his father died—either way, he would inherit Kholinar, one of the most powerful cities in the kingdom. Any mother would be eager to choose him for her daughter if she thought he would agree to the match.


    Aredor nodded toward Senkal. “Her father is lord of Basinrock,” he noted. “A sixth city.”


    “And?” Merin asked. That made her a Sixteenth Lady.


    “And,” Aredor said meaningfully, “she has no brothers.”


    No brothers? Merin thought with surprise, turning to regard the woman again. She continued her reading despite the whispers—apparently, it was expected that the men would get distracted every once in a while. She looked up as she spoke, shooting him a glance and a smile, then looked down at the book.


    “That means her husband will inherit the city,” Aredor explained quietly.


    “I’m not dense, Aredor,” Merin replied.


    “Basinrock is only a sixth city,” Aredor continued. “But that’s very respectable, all things considered. It’s a tribute city to Kholinar right now, but its emerald mines are productive enough that my father has considered granting it full independence. If its lord were a relative, Father could easily be persuaded to make the change. Her father is very eager to see that happen.”


    “Eager enough to marry his daughter to a former peasant?” Merin asked with a frown.


    “Don’t be so quick to judge them, Merin,” Aredor said. “Not every nobleman is like Meridas or the king. Some of us see a lorded citizen as the most honorable kind of nobleman. Listen to what Bajerden says—his entire social system is based around the idea of rewarding those who serve well. The best leaders are to be elevated, and those who deserve nobility will find it. In a way, your existence legitimizes all of us.”


    Merin sat back thoughtfully, remaining quiet until the end of the recitation. Once it was finished, Lady Senkal modestly withdrew—it would be unseemly for her to tarry too long with men she had barely met. As she left, however, she mentioned that she would be visiting Kholinar for a period of two weeks, and that she would be pleased to return and read to them from the other sections.


    “I think she likes you,” Aredor said after the door closed.


    “That’s because she couldn’t smell me,” Merin said with a frown. “Next time, warn me when you’re going to do something like that.”


    Aredor snorted. “Last time I did, you found an excuse to run away and hide. Pick up your sword—it’s time for training.”


    The opal in Merin’s Shardblade had darkened steadily over the weeks. Merin examined the gemstone closely as he walked, peering into its greying depths. It had been about two months since the final Pralir battle—nearly eighty days. He was getting so close . . . just a few more weeks, and the Blade would be his completely. He would be able to dismiss it and recall it, and all shadows of its former owner would be gone.


    As it was, the only remnant of the dead man was a faint outline of the glyphs running up the length of the blade. Over the weeks, the weapon had lengthened by half a foot, growing to Merin’s needs. The gemstonelike indentations on the blade had melted away, instead being replaced by shifting waves that looked something like water. Merin wasn’t certain why the design was appearing—he’d only seen the ocean once, when they had passed near its tip while marching to Prallah. Yet he was told that the Blade would know his soul better than he did, and that its ornamentations would reflect him.


    The blade had begun to curve slightly, losing its straightness. That, at least, he understood. The fighting style Vasher was teaching him relied heavily on broad swings and slashes, and had very little focus on thrusts. The weapon was growing to fit his training. The hilt had grown as well, perfect for the two-handed blows he often delivered, and the crossguard was curving delicately, the ends growing into points.


    “You know,” Aredor noted, “staring at it won’t make it bond any faster.”


    Merin lowered the weapon. “I’m just worried—the Dueling competition is only a few days away. I guess I won’t have the weapon bonded in time.”


    “You can still participate,” Aredor said. “You’ll just have to fight with the sheath on so you don’t accidentally hurt anyone.”


    “That will make it awkward to fight,” Merin said. “Assuming I even get to participate.”


    “You haven’t asked him yet?” Aredor asked.


    Merin shook his head. “I’m going to do it today.”


    “He’s got to let you,” Aredor said confidently. “I mean, why is he training you, if not teach you how to duel? This is a perfect opportunity to test your skills.”


    Merin wasn’t so certain. Vasher still forbade Merin from dueling with anyone besides himself and a couple of his fellow monks. Merin bid Aredor farewell as they entered the monastery, making his way toward Vasher’s customary corner of the courtyard.


    Vasher nodded to him as he approached. “Today we spar again,” he said simply, tossing Merin a practice sword.


    Merin caught the sword and fell into his stance. A few moments later, they were trading blows on the sandy ground. Merin liked to think he was getting better. After all, Vasher had finally consented to begin teaching him how to spar, rather than just making him practice swings and stances.


    Of course, Merin had yet to even score a hit on the older man. He tried hard as they practiced—waiting for that one chance, that one opening, when he would finally show his teacher his improvement. It had yet to come.


    Merin held up a hand forestallingly as the latest exchange ended. Vasher waited patiently as Merin stretched his arms, then fell back into a dueling stance. The stance was the sign, and the elder monk advanced again, kicking up sand as he approached. Merin held his weapon forward, watching carefully for the first strike, parrying it as it came. According to Vasher, most fights were won on the turn of one or two blows. However, before those blows came, there was often testing—a few tentative exchanges, meant to distract one’s opponent, or perhaps judge his strength.


    The end came in a flash. Merin parried as he had been trained, on the defensive, trying to block or dodge all of the strikes. As usual, he wasn’t left with any opportunities to attack—Vasher struck so quickly, his attacks came so rapidly, that it was all Merin could do to keep himself from being hit.


    This time, he blocked most of them. One blow, however, slipped through, striking him on the side of the leg. Merin grunted in pain, losing his rhythm as Vasher pressed forward, bowling over him and knocking him to the ground.


    Merin sighed, resting back in the sand, staring up into the darkening sky. It was completely free of clouds—during spring and fall the sky was often cloudy, even when no highstorm was approaching. During the summer, however, even a hint of rainfall was too much to expect.


    “You keep leaving your left side open,” Vasher said. “You’re not a spearman anymore—you don’t have a shield to protect you.”


    “I trained with a spear and shield for two years,” Merin replied. “I can’t expect to overcome my reflexes in two months.”


    “Excuses are fine until they kill you,” Vasher said. “Come on—we haven’t been at it that long.”


    Merin sighed, sitting up. As he did so, he felt an unfamiliar lump in his pocket. He frowned, reaching down reflexively before remembering the glyphward he and Renarin had discovered. He glanced up at Vasher, then hesitated.


    It can’t be evil, Merin told himself. It’s a glyphward. However, he was still uncertain.


    Use any advantage you have. . . . Vasher’s words from before returned to him.


    Merin reached in his pocket as he stood, quickly unwrapping the glyphward. He brought out the ward with a hasty motion, slipping it around his neck and tucking it beneath his shirt. The air became perceptible around him, driven by a cool breeze coursing through the valley. He could see it, stronger up above, blowing over the wall and dropping in upon them.


    “Stance,” Vasher ordered.


    Merin did as commanded. What kind of advantage did he expect to receive from the glyphward? Being able to see the wind wasn’t exactly a strong martial benefit.


    Vasher approached, sword held before him in a familiar, careful grip. He was cautious, discerning, perfect. He gave no clue as to his thoughts. Except . . .


    Vasher took a sharp breath. Merin saw it—saw the air get sucked through Vasher’s nose, then suddenly stopp. The monk was holding his breath.


    Merin struck even as Vasher raised his blade to attack. Merin moved in quickly, beneath the man’s guard. Vasher’s eyes flashed with surprise, but it was too late. Merin’s weapon struck Vasher on the side of the chest, causing a grunt of pain and throwing dust from the monk’s clothing.


    The monk stumbled back, lowering his weapon.


    “Ha!” Merin said. “Finally!”


    Vasher rubbed his side, eyes thinning. “You’re getting too accustomed to my style,” he informed. “Fight the same man too long, and even a novice will learn to anticipate his moves. Let’s get a drink.”


    Merin continued to smile, tempted to mention Vasher’s own lecture on ‘excuses.’ However, now was not the time to agitate the aging monk. As they approached the water barrel, Merin carefully broached a new subject.


    “The dueling competition is in four days,” he said.


    “So?” Vasher asked.


    Merin shrugged. “I thought I might participate.”


    “Not if you want to keep learning from me, you won’t,” Vasher informed.


    Merin groaned, dropping his ladle into the water. “Why, Vasher? Don’t you understand the opportunity I’ll be passing up?”


    “You already have a Blade,” Vasher said. “The competition means nothing to you.”


    “It means everything,” Merin said. How could he explain? “You’re a monk, Vasher—you don’t understand these things. I need to participate, show the others that I can be one of them. They still think of me as Lord Dalenar’s ‘pet peasant.’ I need to prove myself.”


    “You’re young,” Vasher said, taking a drink. “There will be plenty of time for you to ‘prove yourself.’ Afterward, there will be plenty of time to regret doing so.”


    Merin sighed, leaning against the barrel with a frustrated glare.


    “I understand more than you think, Merin,” Vasher said. “I haven’t always been a monk.”


    Merin nodded disconsolately. Eventually he looked up, studying the grizzled monk. “Vasher, I’ve spoken to the others. You’ve never taken a student—not even a peasant. None of the monks you spar with have taken students either. What made you decide to train me?”


    Vasher replaced the ladle, then fished out the one Merin had dropped. “I know something of what it is like to be a reject,” he said. “I understand what it is to leave one life and begin another.”


    Merin frowned at the cryptic answer. Vasher just turned back toward their practice swords. “No duels, Merin,” he repeated. “Come on. You’ve training to do.”
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