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    Intro­duction


    


    


    Melissa Scott


    


    


    When publisher Steve Berman asked me if I’d be interested in editing Heiresses of Russ 2014: The Year’s Best Lesbian Speculative Fiction, I was excited, honored, and a little intimidated. It was only after I said yes that I realized that the collection would also mark the 30th anniversary of the publication of my first novel (The Game Beyond, if you’re curious), and as I read through the many fine stories submitted for consideration, it increasingly dawned on me that I had also lived through an extraordinary change in the field.


    Thirty years ago, could an anthology like this have been published? Yes, there was Kindred Spirits: An Anthology of Gay and Lesbian Science Fiction. It even featured Joanna Russ‘s astonishing “When It Changed,” but that story had appeared in Dangerous Visions a decade earlier... The next queer spec fic anthology, Worlds Apart, would not release for another two years. There were specialty LGBT presses, like Naiad Press and Alyson Publications, and there were lesbian stories being written in the spec fic world, but the two didn’t often connect. A few lesbian presses went so far as to dismiss SF/F as inescapably patriarchal—the genre itself was considered unredeemable—and in general lesbian presses and the lesbian community preferred mysteries; within the SF/F community, the general consensus was that few fans were interested in reading about lesbian duelists or space explorers, and a minority of book and magazine editors were actively hostile to queer themes. Whether this lack of representation held back lesbian speculative fiction or simply forced the its authors to work harder to find an outlet for their fiction is a moot point; it would take another a decade for both niche and mainstream SF presses to see the merits of those stories. Alyson released Swords of the Rainbow; a series of anthologies called Bending the Landscape, edited by Stephen Pagel and Nicola Griffith, covered first fantasy in 1997, then science-fiction the following year, and finally horror in 2002. (The publisher of this book, Lethe Press had only been born the prior year.)


    And now in the 21st century there are so many more of us, a wide range of voices—multi-national, multi-gendered, multi-ethnic, multi-cultured—instead of a handful of people who were told in no uncertain terms that they were destroying their career by writing for dykes and faggots. If I remember that voices and stories were lost because some writers quite literally couldn’t afford to speak, I can take comfort that the risks are less these days.


    So we have new books from new publishers by so many new authors. And so many stories! Decades ago, I searched long and hard to find any weird tale prominently featuring women I could relate to, but always had to worry that, if I did, the story would (a) use “lesbian” as a shorthand for “evil” and/or (b) kill one half of the couple because “everyone knew” lesbians did not deserve, couldn’t possibly have, even a heteronormative happy ending. I admit that when I started reading for this collection, I braced myself for at least a few such, but, to my delight, there were none. (My late partner and I used to watch Dr. Who together because it was — in its first incarnation — a reliable refuge from the compulsory heterosexual romance of most other SF shows, and there was no hope of seeing a queer character anywhere anyway. I don’t think either one of us would have believed that I would be able to read an entire year’s worth of lesbian stories without being made to feel inferior, the butt of a joke, or merely set dressing.) Not that some stories from 2013 lacked lesbian antagonists (usually to lesbian protagonists) but their opposition wasn’t defined by their sexuality. There were unhappy endings, but not because the characters were queer. Instead, I discovered fully-rounded character who were queer, who had complex lives and inhabited worlds where their choices, if not always wise, were generally comprehensible.


    Of course, some things hadn’t changed. There’s still a great deal more lesbian fantasy than science fiction, though I refuse to believe it is because the latter genre is “male-oriented.” Fantasy is by far the more popular of the subgenres across the board; it’s no surprise that these stories reflect that. And unhappy love stories outnumber happy ones about five to one. I trust — I hope — this says more about the need for conflict in a story than the expectations of writers or readers…


    Perhaps the greatest evolution brought in the last three decades is that no one story has to carry the burden of speaking for or to “all lesbians.” No one story is the story, the one true path; I promise that there is room for many different stories, many voices, and that you, as reader, will find in this collection eighteen possibilities, eighteen different and fascinating visions of what “lesbian” might be. These are stories that speak to our lives now, and will again when we pick this book up years later; they are stories to be shared with partners and friends, to be devoured and to be savored slowly. And thirty years from now, and more, they will have laid the foundations for yet more advances in the field, because, though we have come a long way, each year like this proves that we will go farther still.


    •

  


  
    The Gold Mask’s Menagerie


    


    


    Chanté McCoy


    


    


    I fell in love over a latte. No, not at first sight, although the leggy brunette caught my eye. But, before the clock ticked off another thirty minutes, my heart was hers, whether she wanted it or not.


    My attraction wasn’t all about the looks. Guys sometimes latch onto those details too fast, forgetting the important stuff. With her, it was the book engrossing her attention (intelligent), the words of appreciation to the waiter (kind), the casual not fashion-obsessed dress (classy yet not indulgent), the peace sign at her throat (hippy cool), and the muscular yet elegant standard poodle stretched out by her feet (ooh rah!).


    When I could pull my eyes from her—hidden behind sunglasses, of course—I honed in on the dog. I love dogs, having a definite simpatico with them. I’m no dog whisperer or any crap like that. I know them. And I, like anyone else, tend to have favorite breeds. If you’ve been in the head of few, you’d get my meaning.


    Let’s just say that fluffy lap dogs appeal to some people more than do the larger work breeds. Evidently, the gal and I shared a taste for the big guys. Intelligent, strong, and loyal. Sure wouldn’t say that about my mother’s Yorkie, even though he’s a sweet little guy.


    Having concluded the stars (aka breed choice) practically fated us to be together, I should have introduced myself and learned my soul mate’s name. I know, but being me, that didn’t happen. I’m not exactly an eye-turner myself, being rather pale, frail, and all ways bland on the surface. So, I’m shy. Fearful of rejection.


    Whatever. Not the end of the world. I have other methods.


    I lay my head on the table, closing my eyes. To all onlookers, I appeared to be napping at my sidewalk table. Soon, I brushed against the dog’s mind. I went gently, coaxing it to share space. I only wanted to use the animal’s senses, not take over its consciousness. Reassured, it stopped resisting.


    The girl sensed its initial distress. “Are you okay, Brigitte?”


    I/Brigitte almost piddled. Fortunately, despite the shock, “we” maintained bladder control. Because here’s the deal: Brigitte is my name too. I swear. At least my middle name. My first is Barbara, although my family calls me B.B. at my insistence. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been like all pumped about it, but the coincidence sealed the deal. I thought, totally meant to be.


    I took over a little more and set Brigitte’s tail to wagging. Being a tall dog, I nudged a hand and put my head on her lap. Oh, she smelled good. She scratched my ears, and I was in dog heaven.


    My timing wasn’t so amazing, though. The server brought her bill, and she immediately dug into her purse, ready to go. I put my front paws up on the table to see better, but, to my disappointment, she pulled out cash. No credit card. No way to glean her name. Then she pulled me down with a reprimand for my brass and tugged at my leash. So much for my master plan.


    I panicked, glancing at my slumped body. It lay out in the open, comatose and vulnerable, and I had seconds to make a choice, while it was in view. If I jumped back, I’d be disoriented for a moment, figuring out who I was, what I was, and where the hell I was, and I still had my own tab to cover. Meanwhile, the mystery woman was walking away, about to turn a corner, disappearing maybe forever? Argh!


    So, I did what any love sick puppy would do. I tagged along. Thank god Brigitte’s owner made it to her house in twenty minutes. Plus I learned three things along the way.


    One, she has a big heart.


    Half-way there, on the edge of a small neighborhood park, some asshole was finger-stabbing a smaller, teenaged boy. The bruiser looked older and had at least a fifty-pound advantage.


    “Come on, you chicken shit,” the big guy said.


    Looked like he was intimidating the crap out of the boy. We stopped. The bully paused too. He tossed his head back and winked at my brunette. Maybe he thought she was impressed.


    She wasn’t. Though smaller too by comparison, she walked toward him. I sensed her heart rapidly beating and smelled the adrenaline oozing from her pores.


    “Leave him alone.”


    “Say what?” The convict-in-training puffed up, menacing her in turn.


    Funny how he backed off when I bared my teeth. He’d have to go through me first to get to her, and guess who had the winning odds? Not him.


    “Why don’t you mind your own business, you…”


    I clipped his words, lunging at him and growling my damnedest. I think, despite lack of a translator, he understood the words coming out of my mouth. Let’s just say I cussed like a salty dog. You know, like a sailor, though I know plenty on land who can hold their own with a rich vocabulary.


    The bullied kid took off while dipshit admired my pearly whites. We left soon after, the poor girl shaking a bit and muttering under her breath.


    Two, I got her address.


    She lived in a brick rambler, only a couple miles from my home by way the crow flies.


    Three, a phone call en route answered my biggest question.


    She had a boyfriend. Damn.


    I had more questions but needed to get back to my body before someone thought to call an ambulance, despite the bright red medical alert bracelet declaring I had narcolepsy. Then I’d be screwed not knowing where my body was. I spied a sparrow in a nearby oak and switched. Fortunately, back at the café, no one was paying my shell much mind.


    Despite the disorientation and mental fatigue, I returned to her brick home that night. It took three switches to arrive: a bird, an ant to creep in, and then Brigitte. Mammalian brains are the best for me. Insect brains the worst. That’s not a criticism of arthropods. Their central nervous systems are beautifully evolved for such a small scale, but rigidly structured, and it’s hard to track what’s going on in the larger world when a blade of grass seems monumental.


    Once again in Brigitte, I realized the boyfriend was present.


    “Give it a break, Anya…”


    Finally! A name.


    “…I had to go through that crap too when growing up. It’s practically a rite of passage,” he finished.


    “Oh, so you’re saying bullying is okay, practically expected? Like the kid might have been deprived a learning experience without that ass, Bruce Helmsley, threatening him to do whatever?”


    “Well, I…”


    “That guy was after my little brother last year too.”


    “Well, that…”


    “And let me guess. You enjoyed your own little rite of passage.”


    “Well, honestly, I wanted to knock the guy’s teeth out. But it’s pretty standard fare. What do you want me to do about it?”


    Anya stared at him, apparently in thought.


    He held up his hands defensively. “Look, I’m not going knocking on the guy’s door. Of course, if he touches you, then I’ll kick the shit out of him.”


    I doubted it. Anya seemed unconvinced too, her head tilted sideways as she looked at him.


    He laughed nervously. “Besides, you can hold your own. You’ve been taking taekwondo for years, right? Hope you didn’t waste your money.”


    So much for chivalry, I thought.


    Anya seemed to be thinking about it too. She went quiet. After a few minutes of awkward silence, she spoke up. “Sean, it’s getting late. You should go home.”


    He looked surprised. I laughed, but it came out a bark. At least he didn’t argue. Just grabbed a jacket and left.


    I was all happy to have her to myself. I walked over, hoping for another head scratch, but she was distracted. She paced for a while, frowning and twisting her dark hair into knots, before pulling out the phone book and slamming it on the kitchen table. She thumbed through the middle section of the white pages, ran her finger down a page, and underlined an address. I jumped up to look again and set it to memory. An address for Mr. Helmsley.


    “Brigitte, what are you doing? Get down!”


    Then she wandered off to her bedroom, so full of lovely Anya smells, and pulled down a box from the closet. Rummaging, she extracted something that flashed a shiny gold sheen and tossed it on the bed. Being a dog with canine synapses, I wasn’t too quick on the take. I just sat there, happily panting and unquestioning, as she changed into black yoga pants and a matching top, pulled her hair into a pony tail, and, picked up the shiny thingie on the bed. As I watched, entranced, she molded a gold eye mask á la Mardi Gras to her face and tied it on. OMG. Totally sexy. I just figured that Anya had a creative side life, and I looked forward to the evening entertainment as long as it didn’t involve Sean in some fifty shades of sex play. Hey, I’m no saint.


    When she started punching at the air and muttering under her breath, exuding anxiety, I realized something bigger was going down. My ears perked up. This was no cosplay.


    “Rites of passage, my ass,” she said. “I’ll show that bastard right from wrong.” Or was she doing a little word play there on “rite”? Man, she was growing on me.


    She took one last glance at the hallway entry mirror, inhaled deeply, and opened the door. I tried to follow, but her leg blocked me. “Stay.”


    I would be damned if I’d do so. I quickly nosed down a beetle, switched, and escaped under the door. I was losing time. Obviously, I couldn’t go far or fast on quarter-inch legs. Five minutes passed before I eyed another animal. I’d hoped for a dog or cat, even a bird, but a squirrel came into sight first. Beggars can’t be choosers and all that. Anya was looking for trouble, and I intended to be by her side. At least I had an address.


    Anya was in showdown mode when I arrived. Somehow, she was in the house. I suspect it was by invite, not covert Ninja style, since the door was open. A good sign: the guy was an idiot. Did he fail to see the mask? Or did he only see tits? Please, come in and kick my ass.


    She stood in a rear foot stance, her hands balled into fists. The bully from the park stood before her, with folded arms and an amused look.


    “…again, then I’m coming back,” she said, finishing some speech she must have rehearsed on the way.


    “Seriously?” the asshole asked. “You think you scare me with your gold mask? You’re shaking, little girl.”


    She really was. I admired her chutzpah since this didn’t come naturally. I briefly wondered what degree belt she had, and whether she’d had to fight to earn it. I had no idea how that all worked. Since I could have teeth, claws, and instinctual knowledge of where the jugular vein pulsed, I skipped martial art classes. I spent my adolescence trying on different skins.


    The guy advanced on her. Anya jumped in the air, one leg extending and meeting his chin. He staggered, obviously surprised, and went red with anger. Now, realizing he’d underestimated the masked girl, he evidently felt like he had to amp up, and he withdraw a switchblade from a sock in classic bullshit style. Totally loco West Side Story.


    I lost it. My newly protective sensibility toward Anya and my little squirrel brain exploded in a rodent frenzy of gnawing incisors and needle-like claws. I climbed the nearest curtains and launched at the bully, rabbit kicking his throat and attacking his face. He quickly dropped the knife to flail at me. After a minute or so, he managed to swat me off, sending me flying into a wall.


    I shook myself off, momentarily stunned.


    I almost went back in but saw Anya standing in shock. I felt mildly ashamed, trying to calm my little fidgeting claws as I stood upright, but then she smiled. “See?” she said, addressing the asshole. “I told you something bad would happen if you didn’t change your ways.”


    Whoa. She totally turned a freak squirrel attack to her favor.


    The guy’s face was a shredded mess, and one clenched eye appeared to be bleeding. He cowered now, the tables turned.


    “And by someone a fraction of your size. That’s poetic.”


    “That didn’t rhyme,” he mumbled.


    I sidled up next to her in solidarity, before realizing the preposterousness of that visual and running into the darkness to dart up the nearest tree. Done with her task, Anya soon appeared. She walked out underneath me and headed home. I waited to make sure he didn’t follow, and then shadowed her from above.


    She fell asleep that night with a smile on her face, the picture of an angel. Back in Brigitte, I lay next to her and stared at this increasingly fascinating woman. Generally, I try to get back to my body within four hours, but I lingered and basked in her presence.


    Not only was I in love, but I realized I’d just experienced the most interesting night of my life. Blood-pounding exhilaration mixed with a little do-goodery. I mean, maybe that jerk-off would stop hurting people. If nothing else, he was totally pharm’ed with a taste of his own medicine. And, better yet, a little vigilantism made Anya happy.


    I hoped it would happen again…


    Armed with Anya’s name, I soon learned more about her. On paper, she seemed pretty ordinary. She worked in the lobby of a local bank, she liked iced chai and bran muffins, she walked Brigitte each night, and, better yet, she broke up with Sean (sayonara! I know, I’m a brat).


    As to her newly launched crime fighting career, the odds of Anya finding another bully seemed slim with her being a respectable bank teller by day. Plus, she seemed settled back to her routine, to the extent that I worried that one night would be our one and only hoedown.


    Two weeks later, I figured out how to make it happen again.


    With my voyeuristic excursions in the skins of the town pets, who knew more dirt on the people around us? Me. Duh. I knew how awful people could be behind closed doors because I was the fly on the wall, so to speak. I heard the nastiness they screamed at each other, saw the back-handed hits and forward-thrown punches, felt the searing pain from a kick to the ribs. And worse. I’d just never figured out what to do with that information. Until now.


    So, I sent an anonymous tip to Anya. A little heads-up on another bully.


    Anya studied the note. She paced a lot that night but didn’t act on it. So, I sent a victim’s name and some details. Then another.


    About a week later, she donned her costume again.


    That time she didn’t need me, though I lurked nearby in feline form. She knocked the guy on his back with a foot sweep, stood with one leg on his chest, and read him the riot act.


    “Who are you?” he asked.


    She had a quick answer. “The Gold Mask. And I’m watching you.”


    Cool.


    Being my catty self, I contributed my bit. I padded up to his prone figure and swiped him once across the cheek. Then I sat and cleaned myself, not wishing to be sullied.


    I closely followed the late night news after these encounters. Nothing. Not one report of a masked woman, a crazed squirrel, or a slapping tabby. Admittedly, I was a little disappointed, but it looked like the guys were keeping their female butt beatings to themselves. Maybe it was for the best. Anya risked the most from exposure.


    We paid a visit to another bully before I tipped Anya about a guy beating his dog. This round, she took a little more time to plan and placed an order on the internet. Meanwhile, I made a point of checking out the neighborhood dogs between Anya’s place and the next target’s to see who had weak points in their fencing, and found an elegant Doberman with the legs of a gazelle.


    Anya polished her shtick on the night of the visit to the dog beater. On this fourth outing, she also grasped that the odd animal showing up was to be expected. No doubt it puzzled her why, but, as I approached her as a Dobie, she paused to ask if I was coming along for the ride. I nodded my black-and-tan head, and she smiled.


    My choice of skin was useful. The man’s shepherd mix, though limping, still attempted to protect him. I felt awful—for myself, the Dobie, and the shepherd—that I had to fight him until I could switch into his mind. In the chaos of snarls, lunges, and bites, it was damn hard to focus. I had to retreat and let the Doberman take over to make the leap. Once I switched out, the Doberman got its bearings and eagerly left the scene, a little worse for wear.


    At that point, Anya was standing over the abused dog’s shitty owner and telling him how it was going to be. He started to sit up, but she looked to me, while pointing at him. “Throat,” she said. I obliged. I walked over and gently placed my opened jaws over the man’s neck, while emitting a low growl. When he started to struggle, I bit in. He yelped.


    “I’d stay still if I were you,” Anya said.


    He relaxed, at least as best as he could, given the circumstances.


    She then pulled out her new toy: an electric branding iron. She plugged it in a nearby outlet. High heat soon emitted from the head of the iron, glowing a dull orange. The head wasn’t very big, only a couple inches at its longest, but when she tested it on the wooden surface of the coffee table, it made an impression on the furniture, as well as the man. His eyes grew large.


    Anya told him to extend his arm. Naturally, he was reluctant. The shepherd and I encouraged him. He squeezed his eyes shut and whimpered.


    The process took all of thirty seconds, with the smell of burnt hair and flesh assaulting my sensitive nose. The man’s scream was also unnerving, but Anya stood firm. “I’m the Gold Mask and, as you can see, I’ll always be watching you. Hurt another dog, and I’ll hurt you.”


    The man stared at his seared forearm. In miniature, no longer than an inch and a half, was a raw replica of her mask.


    Damn, girl.


    I howled with delight. Then, for effect, I whizzed on him.


    I was nervous what the man might do to his dog after that, so I stayed inside its skull and followed Anya home, hoping she might adopt the poor fellow. She told him/me on the way she couldn’t though, because the brutal owner would find him and then her. She called the police instead and reported the cruelty.


    I didn’t blame her, but I felt responsible for the animal. I went to the local shelter later and adopted him myself. My mother wasn’t thrilled, but her Yorkie was. And, despite the abuse he endured, Whiz is a gentle boy, and I enjoy having a friend who’s excited to see me when I come home.


    Fast forward to today.


    I’ll skip the play-by-play action on all our good deeds. Basically, I sic’d The Gold Mask on every bastard I could find who beat and molested the weakest of us: children, animals, women. They were going down.


    After the application of some street justice, Anya would turn the police loose on the worst via her own anonymous tips. The uniformed officers showed up the doorsteps to escort them downtown, letting the formal justice system take its turn.


    I was even aware of an embezzler, but Anya just sent some incriminating paperwork that a little bird found to the woman’s employer. Of course, others misbehaved—vandals, adulterers, shoplifters, et al.—but I narrowed our focus to the cruel.


    Somehow, we’ve continued to elude the notice of the authorities. Maybe it’s because the perps don’t want to admit to the young woman knocking them down, or the animal at her heels that alternates between rabid and strangely calm and aware. Of course, they want to avoid the connection between us and what they’ve done…probably because they file it away in some crevice of their brain so they can live with themselves. Yet, there’s no escaping the mark of shame The Gold Mask left to remind them.


    I find it hard to believe the scars have gone unnoticed by everyone else. Sure, when I see any of these guys on the streets, they always wear long-sleeved shirts. They have no clue as to the larger club in which they belong. But haven’t the police and jailers noticed a strange fad amongst those most craven of criminals in their custody? Do they just turn their heads?


    At least one of these assholes ran his mouth. A rumor is on the streets. A couple of times I’ve overheard “The Gold Mask” in conversations, but it’s like something people heard on the wind. “What’s that?” Nothing definitive. No one seems to know that there is a hero among us, let alone that our hero is a woman, all of 5' 8" with a heightened sense of justice.


    I’m proud of her. She’s beautiful and quietly fierce. Again, on a lunch break from my job, I sit across from her on the sidewalk fronting the café, admiring her from afar. Yes, I’m in human form, in my pallid body that I rarely exercise.


    I find myself feeling a little braver today. Perhaps Anya has rubbed off on me in some way. I want to say “hi,” maybe introduce myself. Too bad I don’t have Whiz by my side. She’d recognize him and maybe that would provide a nice segue into something more.


    I tuck a strand of blonde hair behind my ear and pick up my cooled latte.


    “Excuse me, is this seat taken?”


    She looks up from her book and smiles.


    She may never reciprocate my love, I know, but the arrangement I stumbled on is more than satisfying. I’m her partner in crime…fighting it.


    •


    


    

  


  
    Counting Down the Seconds


    


    


    Lexy Wealleans


    


    


    16 years, 3 months,

    and 8 days


    I have my clock fitted the weekend I turn sixteen. It sits flush against the skin of my wrist, fuelled by my heartbeat, counting down the seconds to destiny. On the way home, I trace the outline of it, the skin red and sensitive. It hurts, dully, throbbing with my every pulse, like a toothache.


    The clocks are new, trendy. They were only released last year, and within weeks they’d been seen on the wrists of the rich and famous. It was best though, to have them fitted young. The papers were full of people who had paid for a clock, only to find their timer already zeroed, and their chance at meeting their soulmate gone forever.


    The next day at school, my friends crowd round, checking their dates against mine.


    “God, Imogen,” they say. “You’re going to be totally old by the time you zero.” That’s the phrase now—to zero. It’s a clinical phrase for a moment that, by all accounts, is anything but.


    Julia is the last of the crowd to leave for lessons. I’ve always liked her, always noticed when we stood next to each other in the lunch queue, when my arm would press against the side of her breast. She ducks her head to catch my eye and smiles, ruefully.


    “Not us, then.” She shakes her head.


    “Only five years for me.”


    I’m less disappointed than I thought I might be. Instead, I take to imagining the moment I zero. I imagine the weather, all blue skies and heat. I imagine the things I’ll say and how she’ll laugh and smile.


    My dream world carries me along from day to day, and the clock on my wrist buffers me from heartbreak.


    •


    13 years, 10 months and 20 days


    My eighteenth birthday comes and goes, and university calls. I throw myself into the life—the work, the parties, the sex. I sleep with the clockless, and other slow-burners like me. There’s no need for commitment—the countdown embedded in my wrist is a better deterrent than a wedding ring ever could be.


    One night, the hall bar runs a “speed meeting” night. Like speed dating, but with no romantic intent. Or at least, it’s not supposed to have any romantic intent. The bell’s just rung and a new partner moves to sit in front of me, when from somewhere in the room comes the distinctive beeping of two clocks zeroing together.


    The girl opposite follows my gaze.


    “You clocked?” she says. I hold up my wrist, pulling the cuff back.


    “I’ve got years left.” She does the same, just enough to reveal the edge of the number display. The line of digits is long, but not as long as mine.


    “Me too. Still, that means we get to have plenty of fun in the meantime though right?” She winks, and runs a hand through short hair.


    I don’t go back to my own room that night, or the night after. It’s easy, comfortable, with Jen. It tends to be, when there’s no expectations, when both of you know you’re only a stop-gap girlfriend.


    •


    12 years, 2 months and 13 days


    It is just an ordinary day, an ordinary lecture. I’m late, which is also entirely usual.


    Jen sits at the back, paying no attention at all, texting under the desk. There’s no seats near her, and I have to slip into the closest empty seat.


    “Sorry,” I whisper, too loudly, to the girl next to me. She turns to me, shifting sideways on her seat. I’ve never really believed those stories, you know, where noise fades and your world narrows to just one person. I want to say that in that moment I understand, that she turns in slow motion, the light catching her hair and our eyes lock in sudden and inevitable understanding.


    It’s not like that at all. She rolls her eyes, and turns straight back to the lecture, her pen barely breaking stride as she takes notes. My stomach is not so easily settled, twisting and churning with the sickening pull of attraction.


    I’m afraid I don’t pay much attention to the lecture—the finer points of drug quality assurance go quite over my head. Instead I’m watching her, as she pays attention. Her pen moves across the paper, writing notes in a handwriting so small I can barely read it. It’s only when the lecturer calls the half-time break does she turn back to me, the side of her mouth slightly upturned and I know I’ve been caught staring.


    “I’m Imogen,” I say, plastering on what I hope is my most charming smile.


    “Kate.” Her smile is tight, fixed. “Excuse me.” She slides past, down the stairs and out of the theatre. Jen calls to me from the back of the room, shifting and making space for me to join her. I pay just as much attention after the break as I had before, my eyes fixed to the back of a head of golden hair, my thoughts drifting pleasantly.


    •


    10 years, 6 months and 7 days


    “Come on, Jen,” I whine, “we’ll miss the start of the match.” She’s dragging along behind me, holding doors open for the world and his wife.


    “Oh, there’s no hurry. You know England’s gonna smash Tonga to bits. We won’t miss anything.”


    I wait, impatiently, barely stopping my foot from tapping. Finally, when no-one else seems to be approaching, Jen finally lets the door swing shut, and follows me down the steps towards the students’ union bar.


    There’s a girl coming up the other way, and we dance awkwardly from side to side. Finally, we manage to move past each other, but as we do she trips, and her bag tumbles from her shoulder, books and notes flying down the steps.


    Jen bends down, stopping to help the girl pick up her files. I see it almost in slow motion, as they reach for the same piece of paper. They pause, eyes locked together, hands touching. Jen laughs, shakily, her breath coming in machine-gun bursts of nervousness.


    I wait, but neither of them seem to plan on speaking any time soon.


    “This is Jen,” I volunteer. “Jen, this is….”


    “Jenna. I’m Jenna.” Oh god. Not only are they wearing matching lovesick grins, but they have matching names.


    We sit at the sticky tables, the three of us. I’m the only one watching the rugby. I knew it was coming, of course—I couldn’t miss the soft tick of her clock as we made love, couldn’t miss the date circled in her diary, or the way I’d catch her hunched over her wrist in the early morning hours, watching the seconds slip away.


    At half time I stand up, the chair legs scraping sharply across the floor.


    “Do you want another drink?” Neither Jen or her new girl answer, and I go to the bar alone.


    There’s no shame in being dropped so unceremoniously, I tell myself. Not when soulmates are involved. Yet as I stand waiting for my drink, I look down at my still counting clock and, for the first time, feel the faintest stirrings of regret.


    England lose to Tonga, 57 to 12.


    •


    10 years, 5 months and 21 days


    The campus is knee-deep in unexpected snow. It’s also deserted, only the foolish and the desperately keen bothering to wade across to lectures. I’m not sure which camp I fall into—probably both. After all, there’s only one reason I hauled myself out of bed and into freezing temperatures, and as I turn a corner, I see that reason picking her way towards me.


    I smile and wave, watching her cautious progress. She’s bundled up adorably, with a thick red scarf and a knitted hat pulled right down over her ears. My heart flips, one-two, and the feeling is lustfully echoed in other parts of my anatomy.


    I’m not watching where I’m walking, and tread on a pebble buried under the snow. The soles of my boots slide on the ice. I wobble, arms windmilling to keep my balance, but my ankle gives way and buckles sideways. My feet slip out from under me, and I go down with a thud. The wind’s knocked out of me, and I lay on my back in the snow, panting. I hear footsteps crunching closer, and then Kate’s there, hovering above me. She crouches down, one hand resting on her knee, the other readjusting scarf tighter around her neck.


    “Are you alright?” I have to look away, hiding the lump in my throat and the pulse beating wildly under my skin. There’s something in her tone that makes me think that she’s not asking about my ankle. “Think you can walk?”


    I nod, embarrassed, and she holds her hand out to pull me up. Our feet slide together on the ice, and she clings to my coat for support. Our breaths merge together in the cold air, cloudy trails spiraling up and away.


    Once we’re steady again, we pick our way across the frozen ground, treading carefully. When we get there, there’s no-one else in the lecture theatre, not even the lecturer. We settle into the benches together, coats laid out to dry behind us.


    “Guess we’re just too keen,” I mutter, embarrassed. She laughs, and leans back against the hard wooden seat, stretching her legs out into the aisle. “Dunno why we bothered today.”


    “This is my favourite lecture,” she says. “It’d take a lot more than snow to put me off.”


    “Really?” It’s hard to believe: clinical biochemistry is no-one’s favourite subject. “Why?”


    She blushes, and stares into the middle distance, clearly weighing her words carefully.


    “Because,” she starts, “it’s the one I share with you.”


    I pull her in, and kiss her. And immediately wonder why we haven’t been doing this all along, because if there’s anything in the world better than kissing Kate, I don’t know what it is. As we pull apart I press my fingers to my lips, trying to recover some of my bravado. Her hands are still fisted in the material of my jumper, and she looks as flustered as I feel.


    •


    9 years, 3 months and 29 days


    “Trafalgar Square? Really?” Kate sits up in bed, and her movement forces me up too. The duvet slips down across her bare shoulders, and I follow its path lightly with my fingertips.


    “What’s wrong with waiting to zero in Trafalgar square?” I’m crosser than my tone indicates, not wanting to be mocked.


    “Nothing, babe. Nothing.” She pushes wisps of hair from my face. “It’s just—isn’t it a bit clichéd?”


    “Well, perhaps I’ll be there,” she says, “right in front of you as you zero.”


    “I don’t think it works like that. I’ve already met you.”


    “I know, Immy.” She pulls me back, bringing my head down to rest on her shoulder, rubbing her nails in circles across my scalp. “But perhaps, if you want it, you can change your fate.”


    •


    8 years, 1 month and 15 days


    “Did you hear,” Kate says one day, quite out of the blue, “about that woman whose clock stopped the day she gave birth?”


    I lean on my spade, stopping for a moment to admire my work. The rose—a belated birthday gift from Kate—sits firmly in the earth against the fence under the shade of the apple tree.


    “Well? Did you?”


    I heard. Clocks are less newsworthy, these days. They’re a bit old hat, really, and only make the front pages when something weird happens, or something goes wrong. Like the woman and the baby, or other, less happy, stories. There was one, a few months back, where a man found his clock mysteriously frozen, stuck at 18 months. He’d tapped it, and shaken it, even wondered if a battery had gone. It wasn’t a faulty battery, the clock manufacturer said, but a car crash a thousand miles away.


    I keep my own clock hidden under wide watch straps and chunky bracelets and try to ignore the constant countdown.


    •


    7 years, 2 months and 2 days


    The hospital corridor is cold, the chair they give me hard and uncomfortable. I shift, rolling my shoulders, feeling as the bones click together in my neck.


    The clock on my wrist keeps ticking, but I love my daughter anyway.


    •


    4 years, 2 months and 2 days


    “I can’t do this anymore,” Kate says. Her voice is quite low, calm and collected. Her face, too, is expressionless as she watches Ellie pull the wrapping off her presents.


    “What?”


    “Mummy, look!” Ellie efficiently cuts us off, waving a new doll excitedly. I force a smile for my daughter, pulling her up onto my lap and burying my face in her hair.


    The afternoon passes quickly, as they always do, and before I have a chance to stop and think I find myself ready for bed. I sit perched on the edge, staring down at my feet as Kate rustles behind me, getting ready to sleep.


    “Have you met someone else?” The words are large in my throat, sticking to the roof of my mouth. I don’t turn around, but I hear her shake her head.


    “No, but you will.” There’s little arguing with the logic. My watch covers the clock, but it doesn’t remove the fact that I’m still counting down. I peel off the strap, watching the numbers tick over. There’s still more than four years to go. “Ellie and I need someone who’s not going to run off and leave us.”


    “I won’t,” I say, “soulmates aren’t always a romantic thing. You said yourself, about the woman and her baby.”


    “But I know you, remember. Trafalgar Square, Imogen, is not a platonic gesture.”


    It’s the kind of answer that isn’t really an answer, and it’s the only answer I’m likely to get.


    The lights go out with a click, sending us into darkness. As I slide under the cold covers, I feel her warmth come creeping towards me through the mattress. She’s close enough to touch, close enough to roll over and hold, to bury my face in her hair as I have done almost every evening for six years.


    My hands stay by my side, the gap between us unbreached.


    •


    2 months and 2 days


    “Happy birthday, miss mouse,” I say. The garden is decked with bunting and balloons, full of Ellie’s excited school friends. The plants, now, are well established; my rose twines right up through the apple tree, too fixed in place to ever move.


    My daughter squints up at me, creasing her eyes against the sunlight.


    “I’m not a mouse,” she says.


    “No? Then who are you?”


    “I’m Ellie, of course.” Then she’s gone, running down the lawn to the knot of children, poking at a bucket of water and flower petals with a stick. I stand and watch them from the patio for a while, until a shadow moves down the kitchen steps behind me.


    “Glad you could make it,” Kate says. “Nice to have some adult company for a change.” I can hear the smile in her words, even if I can’t see it.


    “Where’s Alice?” I can’t quite keep the bitterness from my voice, and I hate myself for it. Kate comes to stand beside me, shoulders almost touching. She shakes her head, hand rubbing self-consciously at her wrist, scratching through her sleeve.


    “Right now? I don’t know,” she says. “Could be anywhere at all.” She seems to catch herself, glancing down at her hands, stopping the scratching and crossing them in front of herself defensively.


    “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “No you’re not, Immy.” She’s right. I nod, not speaking. I don’t trust my voice to stay calm and steady, and I really don’t want to cause a scene. Not in front of Ellie, not in front of her friends and their parents. My hand’s reaching for the garden gate, resting on the latch, ready to leave.


    “You must be almost zeroed these days.” Her words check my footsteps, but I don’t turn round. I stop, inches from the stained wood.


    “That’s really none of your business anymore, is it?” Then the gate is open, and I’m out on the gravel driveway, crunching towards my car. Her words are faint, and I have to strain to hear them.


    “Good luck.”


    •


    4 hours


    “You’re really not going to go?” Jen’s voice down the phone line is tinny.


    “No, I’m really not.”


    “But you’ve had this planned, the whole time I’ve known you.” I shrug, even though she can’t see me.


    “I’m done with dreaming, Jen. And I’m done with the clock.” I swallow, and close my eyes. “It cost me you. It cost me Julia, and…Kate.” My throat closes around my words, and Jen is silent until I can breathe again. “I want to decide for myself, this time.”


    I put the phone down on the desk. The computer’s gone to the screensaver and I watch the photos of Ellie flicker past. I try to imagine, without the years of romanticized planning, how my zeroing will go. I list every person in the building. I suppose there might be visitors, corporate guests, but sat in my office I’m hardly likely to meet them.


    What would happen, I wonder, if I locked myself in? If, when my numbers finally stilled, I was sat alone, staring at the computer screen. Would that mean the internet was my soulmate, or just that I’d missed my opportunity?


    I remember Kate’s words, from half a lifetime ago. Perhaps, if you really want, you can change your fate.


    I stand up, pulling my coat from the hook on the back of the door. I call for a taxi as I rush down the stairs, two at a time, and stand fidgeting in the High Street until it comes.


    “Where to, love?” says the cabbie.


    In movies or books they’d have something clever to say, something pre-prepared and romantic.


    “The station, please. And I’m late.”


    The cab accelerates away, and I’m still not sure it’s the right thing to do.


    •


    10 minutes


    The escalators are full at Charing Cross, and so I take the stairs, dodging the crowds that pour in the opposite direction. It’s hot on the platform, close and stifling. The collar of my work shirt sticks close to my neck, and I have to peel the material away from my skin.


    I’m starting to feel a little nervous. No-one wants to meet their soulmate pressed sweatily between strangers on the underground.


    I check my wrist. I’ve got time. The pillar by the ticket machines is mirrored, and I stand in front of it, ignoring the press of people moving around me. I push the hair back from my face, straighten out the creases in my shirt front, make sure my necklace is the right way round. As I raise my hands to my neck, the ring on my finger flashes gold. I consider taking it off. After all, I’m no longer technically supposed to be wearing it.


    It’s tight around my finger, unmoving. I pull uselessly for a moment, then give up. My soulmate, I think, will understand.


    •


    3 minutes


    The sky is as blue as I ever dreamed it could be, the air as warm. In all my imaginings, I couldn’t have wished for a more perfect day than I’ve been given.


    The square is heaving with tourists, all kitted with cameras. As I cross the road, hurrying between taxis, I scan the faces of the crowd. I look for anyone checking their wrist, or scanning for my face in return.


    •


    1 minute


    There’s boot covered feet in front of my face. Legs lead up and away, and I turn my head to trace their lines. Over a slim waist, a tattersall shirt, and up into a face I already know. Her shape is outlined in the sunlight, her hair a halo around her head. My heart flutters tightly in my chest, and I remember this feeling.


    “I couldn’t not be here,” Kate says, “not when….”


    She holds out her hand to pull me up, and I clasp her wrist, her pulse beating slow and strong under my hand. Against her skin a newly-fitted clock counts down the seconds, in perfect time with my own.


    Zero.


    •
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    Somebody told me about the other bridge. I don’t remember who. It was a party, one of the parties my new friends insisted I attend although they invariably abandoned me without troubling themselves to present me to the host, a count or baron of the ancien régime. Everybody smoked, which I had not since university in a different country. Hired waiters in antique livery bore trays of glistening flutes filled with bitter sparkling wine from the count’s vineyards in the hinterland. In every other chamber stood a buffet of lavish abundance, either so beautiful nobody cared to spoil the arrangement or already wrecked so that the food appeared to be rotting. In one salon a string quartet could not be heard over the grumble of conversation and disputation. In the grand ballroom, where dark oil portraits of the count’s ancestors glowered from walls festooned with plaster cornucopias spilling plaster fruit, a deejay programmed hit after hit but nobody danced.


    I do remember. It does me no credit to feign otherwise. Likewise it would do me no credit to record her name. She was a minor aristocrat, her rank indecipherable to the foreigner, not landed or landed only meagerly although her ancient jewels were very fine. In daylight hours she pretended to the civil service, a desk job that afforded her handsome clothes, the latest fashionable devices, the drugs her coterie preferred. And gifts, pretty tokens, flowers, chocolates, for the naïve exotic from the far side of the world.


    Myself.


    She offered me one of the glasses she had appropriated from a passing waiter, trailing her fingers across my hand as I accepted it. “Tell me,” she said, “tell me again—no, it’s noisy here—come!”


    Across the ballroom I followed the artificial but very beautiful flame color of her hair, through an open door, onto a balcony. The smell of the Sja came up, choking—but not, I reflected, as sickening as Father Bodo’s where he flows through the center of my city. “I didn’t realize Count ______’s house was right on top of the river,” I murmured.


    She glanced back. Raised eyebrows above her pale, pale eyes told me the count’s name was exceedingly venerable. The surprise would be if his house stood in one of the pleasant, airy, healthful parvenu quarters. They are slaves to tradition, the Sjolussenes, even now.


    Disposing herself decoratively against a column of fluted marble to which clung flowering vines not fragrant enough to dispel the river’s odors, she drew a cigarette from her bag, lit it at the candlestick burning on the balustrade, and beckoned.


    “I wish to hear again about your…chowas?”


    “The chueie?” I made a false little laugh as I approached, not as closely as she desired. “Not mine.”


    “Of course. But your country’s. Chueie? Am I saying it right?”


    I was not so naïve as she—as her friends and my friends—believed. Exotic? It was half a century since people of her class had any cause besides curiosity to suffer the inconvenience of a sea or air voyage to my homeland. She was not an overly curious woman. Still, immigrants from former dominions outre-mer were scarcely uncommon in this capital of squandered empire. I had no doubt at all she daily purchased trifles and staples from vendors who resembled me as much as she resembled any of her tall, ungainly fellow citizens of the no-longer-new republic.


    But the shopkeepers she patronized were common, she might tactlessly protest…if it were an argument ever conducted except in my own head. Whereas I (the image in my mind’s eye of this deliberately useless woman fluttered prettily), I, she was quite sure, outranked her.


    It was possibly true. It had suited Sjolussa’s purposes very well not to dismantle the native hierarchies of annexed realms: my titles, such as they were, and my ancestry were legendary where my erstwhile lover’s were merely historical and now, by republican statute, merely decorative. When the sad, imbecile last Empress of Sjolussa, Katothtet, the Nearer Isles, and Outre-Mer was deposed and the new government renounced her dominions overseas, the apparati of state continued running like balky clockwork in Dothe, in Piq, in U, in my Aveng, in all the others. Suitable candidates of the ancient dynasties had always been ready to dispossess the Sjolussene vicereines. My family stood not within four steps of the Jade Stool in Defre, else I should be at grave risk of betrothal, but within five.


    “I am quite certain,” I said, “I told you the chueie were a foolish legend, a tale to frighten stupid girls.”


    “Yes,” she breathed. “Tell me. Were you frightened?”


    “Of course! More frightened than many girls, I suppose.”


    Enthralled, she sucked at her cigarette and breathed out smoke scented with Avengi spices, flicked a coal over the rail. I pretended to imagine I heard its hiss when it struck the Sja’s swift waters, and sipped from my glass.


    “Tell me.”


    I had told her of the chueie on that first occasion to signal I was not averse to her subtle courtship. Sjolussenes regard desire differently than my nation. The story had continued from the entertainment where we met to her small, not exquisite apartment, into her bed. I had tired of her perfectly adequate lovemaking almost the moment it commenced. Already, although I found her beautiful, I realized she was relentlessly unfascinating. That was six months before, early in my residence in Sjolussa. Until this night she had appeared content with being my first seducer in her city, unjealous of the more interesting women whose affections succeeded hers, undesirous of repeating the feat. Her occasional gifts were mere trifles.


    “When Defre-ua-Bodo was still a very small place, capital of nothing,” I commenced, “long before your people came to us, before we were properly a people, there was a small lake that had no name. Now it does: Kittan-e-Chuei. Now it lies within the royal precinct, but then deep in the forbidding forest, half a day’s walk from Mother Flame’s first shrine. Nobody had cause to visit it. Its waters were stagnant, unwholesome—Father Bodo provided all the water anybody needed, fresh and clean in his hurry from the mountains to the sea.


    “There was a girl recently become a woman. She was meant to marry a boy, a playmate of her childhood. His family owned a bull buffalo and two cows, a year’s surplus of rice in their granary—oh, it was an advantageous match, and his mothers and fathers were kind, generous, fond of her. But the girl—shall we call her Naï?—Naï had listened too well to the wrong parts of old stories and never looked around herself at real people: she believed the fairy tale that marriage was the reward for passion.


    “Naï loved another girl. Passionately. Alas for Naï, her beloved was sensible. She would have accepted her own betrothal without hesitation unless to haggle a better deal, understanding marriage to be a contract between families, corporate entities. In my country,” I said aside, for I knew it not to be true in Sjolussa, “until quite recently, fidelity, as you call it, was seldom a clause in the contract. Nobody would glance askance if Naï kept her lover after marrying the suitable boy. She would be thought peculiar if she didn’t: flighty, perhaps untrustworthy.


    “Naï was peculiar. She waxed eloquent, proclaimed her unequalled love, declared she would die rather than share her beloved or be herself shared: they were one soul!


    “The other girl first laughed, astonished by Naï’s ludicrous passion, then quieted. You are not sane, she said, turning away. Then, for she did truly love Naï, the sweet careless girl Naï had been, You must marry the boy. Nothing between us will change, my dear, unless it grow richer, deeper. She saw the incomprehensible horror on Naï’s face and said, her heart closing like a fist, If you choose not to marry him, I will not know you. And then she walked away.


    “Betrayed, as she saw it, Naï fell weeping to the ground. Her tears made mud of the street, her cries made the air ring. People passing by glanced aside, for madness is a sad and holy thing. Busybodies, of course, ran at once to her betrothed’s mothers, more compassionate persons to Naï’s.


    “Peculiar she was, mad she might be, but Naï was not entirely stupid. As she howled and wept, smeared her face with dirt, pounded her fists against unyielding earth, at a certain point she realized she had made herself a scandal that could not be lived down. The most perfect of all girls would shun her. The suitable boy of whom she had always been fond would not marry her. Her mothers and fathers would not be able to—would not care to protect her. She would be a figure of horror or of fun for the rest of her days.


    “If she remained in Defre.


    “So she rose to her feet and with all dignity she could muster strode away from the town and our Father Bodo, into the forest. When her mothers came to succor or scold her, she was not to be found.”


    My throat was dry. Taking an effervescent sip from my flute, I glanced through lowered lashes at my audience: wide eyed, her lips prettily parted, cigarette smoldering forgotten between her fingers. “Do go on,” she pled.


    I sipped again. “This was long ago, you understand. Not so long ago one wasn’t aware there were other towns, other nations in the world, but sufficiently so that one didn’t quite believe it. Only the rare, adventurous person would ever leave the place of her birth, seek out the habitations of strangers—know where to go. Naï had never been adventurous. She entered the forest blind. Once she believed herself out of sight of everybody she had ever known, she began to run.


    “The dimness of the forest canopy swallowed her up. Large and small creatures that lived on the ground scattered before her noise. From the tall trees, monkeys and parrots mocked her. She felt too desolate for fear to mean much but she became more and more fearful. Was that tall, bulky shadow a bear? Could that be a leopard reclining at ease but alert on that high bough? Did tall grasses conceal a tiger? She feared, too, a great many spirits, hobgoblins, fabulous beasts it would be tedious to list.


    “Hours later, when Naï stumbled upon the shore of the lake we now call Kittan-e-Chuei, there was not much left of her but sorrow, fear, exhaustion. The lake’s waters looked bad, filmed with clouds of green, blue, red-brown, and smelled worse, but she was too parched not to drink. Then she fell precipitately into sleep.


    “When she woke, she believed her lover had come to comfort her. The night was dark. On the slimy surface of the lake gleamed reflections of stars like indifferent eyes. Something warm and alive was nudging her shoulder in a rude caress. She rolled over, ready to weep, forgive, be forgiven, but her lover did not embrace her. Even in darkness and the confusion of waking, Naï knew to the center of her being it was nothing human that gently pushed her again. She screamed, tried to scramble away. There was nowhere to flee but into the shallows of the lake.


    “Wait, said the being.


    “Naï shrieked again, trapped between unclean waters whose depth she did not know—not unusually, the girl could not swim—and the…beast. Tapirs were not meant to speak.


    “Tapirs are shy, unworldly creatures. They would rather flee than attack. Naï knew this, even in her terror. But they are large, bulkier than the fattest wrestler and more agile, brutal when cornered or provoked. Naï knew that as well, and this beast was monstrous, half again the size of any natural tapir. Monstrously huge and uncanny. Wait, it said again. I am your only friend. Its lambent blue eyes glowed through the darkness. Faint light caught the white tips of its ears as they swivelled toward her, gleamed in the wet nostrils of its seeking trunk. Do not fear. I am here. Its regard steady, the animal settled back on its haunches.


    “Naï was not comforted. Go away, she said weakly.


    “You came to me.


    “The moon rose above the trees around the lake and, most unnaturally, the monster reared up on its hind legs like a bear, pawing at the air with the blunt toes of its forefeet. Pale moonlight bathed the tapir’s vast black bulk and it changed.


    “Flesh melted from its great belly. The bones of its stubby rear legs lengthened. The creature whined in a thin voice as pelvis, spine, shoulders realigned themselves to support upright carriage and its forelimbs became arms. The shape of its skull deformed, fleshy and cartilaginous features migrated and shrank. The dense pelt that had covered it melted away. In the few moments before the moon slipped entirely free of grasping branches, the giant tapir was transformed utterly. A giant man twice the size of Naï’s betrothed stood on the lakeshore.


    “He shook his head as if confused, clenched and unclenched his fists, closed and opened clouded blue eyes. His skin gleamed black as coal tar, black as a tapir’s pelt, except on the rims of his slightly over large ears, white as salt. You came to me, he said again, my lovely bride.”


    “Ah!” sighed my lovely listener with great satisfaction.


    “And then the chuei rushed forward, swift and inescapable as a charging tapir. He grabbed cringing Naï around the waist and threw her over his shoulder. Shrieking, she beat with her fists at the saddle of salt-white skin on his back. He took no notice but strode toward the center of the lake. The unhealthy water rose to his knees, his thighs—the chuei neither halted nor slowed.


    “In a matter of a few more strides, the lake lapped at his shoulders and all Naï’s effort went into keeping her head above water, flailing and coughing and screaming. The lake continued to deepen, the chuei to proceed. Tapirs, of course, are very fond of water, capable of holding their breath for a goodly period as they wander about beneath the surface, while uncanny beings such as chueie need not breathe at all unless they choose.


    “Disobedient or insane girls are not so made. By the time the chuei of the lake reached his subaqueous home, his lovely bride was quite drowned. Her husband was not dismayed. He pampered Naï’s sodden corpse until her flesh dissolved into the lake’s waters. As years passed, now and then he rearranged the bones of her skeleton into newly decorative attitudes. And all along, since her body had been given neither to Mother Flame nor to the swift currents of Father Bodo, Naï’s soul was trapped in the lake: she would never in all of time reach that deep blue sea which is the sky, where the burning spirits of women and men are forever marked by their descendants on earth as stars.


    “No, foolish Naï remains eternally with the chuei and all his subsequent brides, yearning always for the lover she abandoned in her pride, regretting always the husband who might have loved her sincerely, gently, instead of rutting on her like a graceless tapir whenever the desire struck.”


    My onetime lover clapped with delight when I finished the tale. “Oh!” she exclaimed as I swallowed wine to soothe my throat, “oh! No wonder you were scared! Is it only girls who prefer girls who become the chueie’s brides?”


    “Girls who defy their mothers’ sensible wishes. Girls who run away from home.”


    As the woman bent her head to light another cigarette, a lamp within doors made her hair flare up brilliantly. Her eyes caught the light when she raised her face again. “We have a similar monster,” she breathed. “Here—in the city!”


    “A tapir?” I asked, amused. Such animals are not to be found at Sjolussa’s latitudes except in the great zoological gardens.


    “No,” she said, misunderstanding me. “I have never heard of it taking animal form. It preys on lost women and men.” And she began to tell me of the creature that dwells on the far side of the other bridge.


    Perhaps she was simply not a storyteller: it was a confused recitation, lacking narrative or character: a haphazard collection of rumor and legend. Many centuries ago when the river was wider and the two banks of the Sja were separate nations speaking separate languages, if both nominally provinces of Katothtet’s patchwork empire, a person was exiled from the capital so far to the south and west. She did not recall his name or crime, whether he came to Góad, the town on the left bank where the Sja makes its great bend, or Pasna, on the right. She did not recall whether he was an engineer—ancient Katothtet still renowned for its engineers—or merely a visionary. He resolved the river must be bridged.


    And so it was done. The logistics of such an immense undertaking were of no interest to the teller—how suspicious native governors on either side of the river were persuaded to sponsor it—how, lacking stonecutters and masons, Pasna and Góad contrived to throw a massive, unprecedented span on six arches across the swift, unforgiving Sja. For a thousand years it remained the river’s sole bridge. As Katothtet lost control of its distant provinces, then the nearer ones, finally was sacked, overrun, and reborn, Góad and Pasna prospered. The peoples and languages on either bank mingled. The separate towns became a single hybrid city, a prosperous entrepôt, Queen of the Sja. Sjolussa.


    Naturally, Sjolussa fell within the eye of Owe-ejan-akhar when that monstrous conqueror, having overthrown three eastern empires, turned her attention west. Sjolussa was scarcely the Ejan’s target—grand as the town was, it was a hamlet compared to the imperial capitals she already owned—but its bridge offered the most convenient route into the rich, disunited heartlands of the subcontinent.


    Refugees announced the imminent arrival of the Ejan’s hordes. Bearing the bread and salt of submission, the city’s co-princes rode half a day’s journey northeast to meet her. Gracious, she accepted their surrender and their invitation to a banquet in the Pasna prince’s palace across the river to negotiate terms: how much real tribute, how many slaves, how many lives.


    It was not meant as a trap. If it had been, the Góad and Pasna princes should not have preceded the Ejan onto the bridge. It was afternoon of an uncommonly warm late-spring day. As often occurred on such days, the chill Sja had birthed a thick fog. Afoot, the co-princes of Sjolussa strode under the Góad gate, onto the bridge, and into the pearl-white mist, followed by the mounted Owe-ejan-akhar, her chief heir and commanders and one tenth of her personal guard, the Thousand Tall Riders.


    At the Pasna gate waited the princes’ chamberlains and counsellors, the masters of the guilds that would bear the burden of the Ejan’s tribute. They waited, squinting into the fog rolling down the course of the river. They waited. Of the whole grand party, not a single person ever emerged from the mist.


    When word of the Ejan’s vanishing reached her people, the undisciplined horde, loyal only to her, superstitious, long away from home, dissolved into tribal bands and turned east. Her minor heirs and the surviving Nine Hundred Tall Riders naturally laid waste to Góad and massacred its inhabitants. They declined to set foot or hoof on the fateful bridge. Terrible revenge taken, they too turned their horses’ heads toward the dawn and set out to carve up the Ejan’s dominions among themselves.


    “You mentioned a monster,” I said. “Which preys on lost women and men.”


    My flame-haired acquaintance looked up. Her eyes were glassy: the wine, the hashish and other adulterants in her cigarettes. “Come home with me,” she said, “beauty.”


    I was perhaps a little drunk myself—I was flattered. But unmoved. “My dear. I must decline. I have an early appointment. It’s the inconvenient time of the month. Another night.” I made my escape.


    The second week after I arrived in Sjolussa and settled into my stark but rather lovely apartment on Av. Heras on the right bank, I purchased a fashionable little motorino. The Métro was inconvenient for my purposes and I had never learned to drive an automobile. Automobiles were in any case frowned upon in the center city and prohibitively taxed. My moto had, in fact, been built in an Avengi factory: built for export, so it was slightly more powerful, slightly less noisy than the one I learned to drive on the clogged streets of Defre. Leaving the count’s house, I waited for some minutes under the porte-cochère for an attendant to fetch the moto. It was late for most citizens but not for the count’s guests. Nobody else waited with me, and the attendant appeared mildly shocked I should depart so early. I tipped him well.


    Mounted at last, I drove through the count’s night-obscured gardens to the gate, where another liveried attendant bowed me through. On the narrow street overlooked on one hand by the high walls of the count’s estate, on the other by taller tenements, I thumbed the switch to initiate the navigation system. The left bank was not significantly more chaotic than the right but it was not my territory. (It bemused, almost pleased me to realize I considered any part of the imperial city mine.) The translucent display across the top of the moto’s windscreen directed me upstream.


    At one time or another I had crossed and recrossed each of the city’s four bridges. The Half-Centennial, which had opened only two years earlier, was the most beautiful, a white cable-stayed harp designed by the Uvian celebrity engineer Suwin, but it was well out of my way downstream, linking the two halves of the purpose-built business district. The Jubilee, a century older, had once been beautiful, though modern eyes found its agglomeration of industrial lattice and faux-antique ornament grotesque. Av. Etz vaulted the Sja supported by an elegant steel through-arch, while Av. Gruth’s span was unremarkable concrete. As blinking dots and arrows led me on, it occurred to me that none of the extant bridges was the ancient six-arched stone span of the legend I had just heard. I had never seen a trace of it.


    I was distracted. I remembered coming across a monument once in a small left-bank plaza, a plain, impassive stela inscribed to the memory of the Góad Slaughter. Another monument I had often seen without properly understanding was the Ejan Pillar, fifty meters of etched steel spiring up from an artificial islet in the river upstream of the Half-Centennial. Plaques in the park at the water’s edge called it a gift to Sjolussa from the government and people of Lararniw. Which windswept, mineral-rich, landlocked nation, I tardily recalled, claimed to be the heartland of Owe-ejan-akhar’s empires. The Ejan’s covetous eyes had never looked as far south as Aveng and our neighbors so she did not so much feature in our mythologies. Perhaps her Pillar marked the site of the old bridge from which, I had just been told, she and her Tall Riders vanished.


    Perhaps not.


    I steered my moto without thought according to the graphic prompts on the windscreen. There was remarkably little other traffic. I was accustomed to the uneven cobbles of Sjolussa’s surface streets, intended to keep drivers slow, cautious, alert. In the latter purpose, in my case that night, they failed. My moto and I had wobbled well across the river, bathed by its cool, odorous breeze, before it struck me none of the four bridges was cobbled. A wall of curdled fog rose before me, disturbed into eddies and whirlpools by the ancient stone bridge’s low parapets and the squat stone bollards that marked the abutments of the six arches upholding it. The motorino’s engine sputtered, failed. Still more distressing, the headlamp yellowed and went out, the navigation display evaporated.


    The brakes had failed as well but I was travelling sedately and was not so incompetent I couldn’t plant both feet on the roadbed before the motorino fell over. Climbing off, I hiked up the rear wheel and kicked down the stand. Stupidly irritated, I glared at my pretty little moto. None of the four bridges I knew was within convenient walking distance of Av. Heras.


    This was not any of the bridges I knew.


    “Beauty,” said the river purling against the bridge’s piers.


    “Beauty,” said the breeze.


    “Beauty,” said the fog, something within the fog, striving to take form.


    “No, really,” I said, “this will not do.”


    I was not beautiful, not in Sjolussene eyes, certainly not beauty. Not even terrifically exotic. Even among the circles in which I moved there were several other expatriate Avengi of rank. There were Dothans, Piquers, who resembled me in being small, dark, more plumply voluptuous than the current subcontinental mode. There were exiles of nations I found exotic, Kyrland, Trebt, Lararniw, distant Haisn, still more distant and strange Yf. Diminished as she is, Sjolussa remains a capital of the world. “No,” I said again.


    The figure resolving within the fog, about to become my flame-haired quondam seducer, hesitated. When it took another step, it had grown still taller, still more rangy and angular. It did not call me Beauty again. Instead, in a curiously muffled voice it said, “Come. Your…conveyance does not serve. I will bring you home.” Behind it loomed the indistinct silhouette of an enormous stallion.


    “Thank you,” I said politely, reaching into my bag, “but I will manage quite well by myself.”


    The being hesitated again.


    My ’phone could find no signal—hardly surprising, I suppose, in supernatural circumstances—but its other functions appeared to be unaffected. My thumb found the camera icon, the flash illuminated the fog, the spectral horse reared back against its reins and the Tall Rider—perhaps she meant to be Owe-ejan-akhar herself—turned quickly to calm it.


    The image within the ’phone’s glass faceplate was no centuries-dead conquering horse warrior of the steppes. Dead, yes.


    I was not a disobedient daughter. Stubborn, surely, headstrong—no doubt my indulgent mothers and fathers simply failed ever to ask of me any action I did not care to perform. Nevertheless.


    Nor had I fled Defre and Aveng. There was no scandal to be attached to my or my family’s name. Sjolussa had been my goal since childhood—that fabulous city and nation which gave my own nation and city so much yet took more, before retreating into itself like a sulky tortoise.


    “This is unreasonable,” I said as Naï stepped out of the fog. “This is unfair and…unseemly.”


    “Beloved,” she said, the dead playmate of school days. My first lover. My dearest friend until she chose to bewitch me. That stupid, stupid girl.


    She was of Sjolussene extraction: her grandparents had chosen to stay on after divestiture although the restored government nationalized most of their holdings. Naï was raised in near poverty, circumstances made more unpleasant by bias against scions of the former colonial power. Taller than every other child our age, her hair white-gold and her skin pink, she could not disguise her ancestry. A crowd of unruly boys and girls had driven her to tears in the schoolyard with their insults when with unwarranted noblesse oblige I chased them away and dried her eyes.


    As we grew up and I continued her protector, she grew beautiful in my eyes. Had she been born in Sjolussa, I expect, she would have dyed that pale hair any number of colors. I never loved her—have I loved any person?—but desire her I did. I desired several other people as well, a few more suitable than Naï, a few less, but she was nearest by.


    By the time we completed our schooling, I was…not weary of her, precisely, but weary of lying to her. Like her namesake in my tale of the chuei, she would not countenance sharing me so I had no choice but to lie. There were other girls momentarily more fascinating. There was the now-and-then-delicious novelty of a handsome boy. There were lies, arguments, tears, more lies, refreshingly savage but ultimately unsatisfying lovemaking. I, of course, would matriculate at university—she, of course, would not. I travelled a distance that was short for me, nearly impossible for her, to Folau, Aveng’s second city, where I discovered, in addition to scholarship, more delicious girls, two or three fascinating boys.


    In Defre, Naï pined. For myself, when I returned home on holidays, I delighted in her, her familiar ardor, for it was brief, temporary, bittersweet. And of course I lied to her.


    She lied to me.


    She had taken a position with a bi-national trading concern. I was not curious enough to ask what goods they traded—motorinos, perhaps—nor what her position entailed. It paid well enough, apparently: her wardrobe improved markedly. Occasionally on my visits she insisted on buying the takeaway meal, cigarettes, bottles of beer we would hurry to my private rooms. She gave me, at the terminal as I was about to board a train back to Folau, a bauble I found inexplicably exquisite when she fastened its cheap silver chain around my neck. The little wooden ball, carved and pierced and polished, tapped against my breastbone when she released it, but immediately I lifted it again to breathe in the muddled fragrances of resins, barks, dried leaves and flowers. The whole way to Folau I cradled the pomander between my palms, gazing blindly out the carriage windows past stretches of forest, past rice fields and wheat fields and corn fields, villages and larger towns, shrines, temples, distant monasteries. “Beloved,” I whispered at the countryside, seeing Naï’s blue eyes only.


    At the Folau station, my chief amusement of the previous term met me. I did not recognize him when he called after me as I passed in a daze—a ridiculous happenstance for his family stood on the third step below the Jade Stool, everybody recognized him. As I generally preferred other women, he preferred other men, making us nearly a perfect match if only our ranks matched up more neatly. Put out, he called my name again and grabbed my shoulder. My hands fell from Naï’s pomander. “Oh!” I said.


    “What is this ugly thing?” he asked, snapping the chain from my neck.


    My eyes had turned at once to his pleasant, familiar brown eyes. I did not wish to look again at Naï’s gift now I knew what it was. “A terrible, terrible, disastrous mistake,” I said, slipping the chain from his fingers without touching its vulgar burden, and tossed the whole wicked thing off the platform onto the tracks. “I’m so sorry, I was distracted. How kind of you to meet me. Shall we go?”


    He narrowed his eyes. He knew what it was as well as I now did. “Shall I—?”


    “No, it’s nothing, it’s over.”


    He knew as well as I we were over, as little as there was between us to be over, no tragedy of any degree. I was drowsy in his arms, content, late that night when my kindest, most tactful father ’phoned with news he understood I would find sorrowful: my old schoolmate Naï, the Sjolussene girl, had run mad, murdered the witch to whom she had apprenticed herself a year before, and drowned herself in Kittan-e-Chuei. I wept a little, not entirely for form’s sake, before asking the sweet boy to comfort me.


    Now I looked from the image of Naï on my ’phone to the image of Naï which had solidified from the uncanny fog. “You are not that girl,” I said, firmly and reasonably. “She drowned herself in the lake. She chose to become the chuei’s bride. Her soul, if soul she had, cannot leave her husband’s waters.” I erased the photo.


    For an instant the figure appeared worried. Then it changed again. The sweet boy I would have married happily enough if his family asked (it could never happen) gazed at me with yearning eyes. I laughed. Our circles still grazed, I had had drinks with him and his boyfriend not long before: he was no longer a boy. Since his marriage he had devoted a good deal of time, effort (and, I suspected, thaumaturgical intervention) to remaking his body in the mold of a mythic hero or mighty wrestler, nearly unrecognizable except for his eyes, very handsome, undesirable.


    I laughed and raised my ’phone again as if to preserve this visitation from a pleasant memory. The thing quailed again, but I saw that I had somehow acquired a strong enough signal, so I ran quickly through the directory until I found the name I choose not to record. She chose not to answer. I left a message: “My dear. I was abrupt, I fear. Shall we meet next week? I’ve discovered a delightful Avengi bistro—allow me to buy you dinner.”


    Slipping the ’phone back into my bag, I kicked the moto off its stand, grasped the handlebars, and wheeled it into the thinning, empty fog. I was entirely confident the engine would start up again as soon as I reached the far side of the other bridge. I had every intention of standing the ridiculous woman up.


    •
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    The seasick lover becomes a saltwater cistern.


    She built her first lover out of glass.


    “I was often disappointed,” she said, as she showed her creation around her gallery, “that the things I make with such skill cannot admire my handiwork. Now at last I have made something that can look on itself with wonder.” But, she had to admit, she liked it even better when the lover looked upon her with wonder.


    Her lover’s skin was glass, her lover’s touch was soft.


    The nights were fine since she was skilled enough at glassblowing to give her glass lover skill enough, but soon she began to dread the mornings. More often than not when the sun had risen and they roused from their sleep, her lover would turn to her and say something like, “I dreamed the ocean bore down on me, rubbing and grinding me down until I was nothing but the finest fragments scattered all around the world.”


    One morning the smith entered the kitchen to find her lover holding a mug to one of the ears she had so painstakingly carved and polished. “I pretend it is a seashell,” said the glass lover, with a smile the smith had often seen while her lover was asleep.


    When she realised she had only ever seen it so, she took the mug and dashed it upon the ground. I can do the same to you, she did not say, but her lover was quiet that day and recoiled from her touch that night. She never caught the lover listening to mug-echoes again, but suspected it still happened.


    The lover’s voice was melodic, tuned exactly to A-minor. The glass-smith began to hate it. She offered her lover a tongue piercing and, though the lover’s mistrust was as plain as the smith’s intentions, after many days of coaxing the lover acceded to the accessory.


    When the smith’s fingers twitched and the chisel slipped the lover knew it was neither her skill nor her attention that had waned. Ever unable to cry tears and now unable to voice contempt, the lover screamed and lunged at the smith, trying to tear out her flesh in reprisal.


    But the glass-smith had skill enough to easily kill what she had ceased loving. She shattered the glass lover’s limbs, filled the corpse’s chest with seawater, and used it as a fish tank.


    •


    Metal deals welts.


    She had a friend who worked metal. She beat her lovers into shape in the forge and then they would whip her into submission in her bedroom.


    She offered the smith sterilised metal with which to adorn her flesh, but she was a lover of glass and thus preferred her skin smooth and unbroken. She gifted her friend with glass beads and rods to sit beneath her skin after she promised that they would not be shattered under the caress of her lovers.


    “Just because glass is fragile,” said her friend, “doesn’t mean it must break.”


    •


    A pre-abused becomes post-rebelled.


    She built her second lover out of glass as well. But she had been burned and she had learned. There would be no room for home-longing or sand-lusting or seadreaming.


    There would just be her and her glass lover.


    The smith sourced factory-made sand so that her lover could remember nothing before her. She used broken shards for her lover’s eyes so her lover could see nothing other than her. She chipped at the whorls in her lover’s ears so her lover could only hear her voice’s pitch. She fused her lover’s ankles and knees rigid so her lover could not leave the basement.


    But her glass lover still learned that they were not a glass lover loved, and the glass lover’s mouth could argue and despise as well as it could love, and the glass lover’s hands could scratch and slap as well as they could love.


    She who had made the glass lover might not have loved, but she could break as well as she could make.


    The second glass lover housed freshwater fish.


    •


    Wood suffers wounds.


    She had a friend who shaped wood. Ey carved and sanded eir own lovers and would then tell her of fire or warping or splinters. In the end ey found lasting happiness with her help: she crafted glass genitalia, orifices and fingers for eir lover to wield. Without the constant anxiety of injury their relationship blossomed like the maple trees of the mostly-wooden lover’s childhood did every spring.


    As thanks, ey carved a gumtree heart for her next lover. The smith was polite but though glass appended had bettered her friend’s life, dilution could not improve her own.


    “For all its beauty and versatility, glass is too transparent and empty,” said her friend.


    •


    The violet-stained becomes a lover disdained.


    Her third lover she also made from glass. She didn’t have patience for a new craft.


    Sometimes she said it was an accident. Sometimes she said she was drunk. Some other times she said she’d experimented, despite the glass lover never asking why.


    This lover would neither speak of the ocean or emotional desires, nor ask for explanations of their purple body, for the smith had been clever this time and given the glass lover’s mouth only the option of pleasure.


    Still, there were problems.


    It was like trying to make love to someone with hypothermia. Even if she warmed the glass lover over fire—or turned out the lights or put red and orange quilts on the bed—it still felt wrong, like a corpse gone to cold instead of glass blown to come. She tried painting the glass lover a shade closer to life but the paint flecked off as they fucked and left too much mess.


    “I can’t,” she said, as the glass lover stared. It was dark; she could neither see her lover nor help but see her lover as bruised, bloated flesh rather than glass.


    Her lover’s skin was blight, her lover’s touch was bilious.


    “I have no more room for fish,” she said, and sold the glass lover to a fetishist.


    •


    Clay gives copy.


    She had a friend who turned and pushed clay into all manner of household and handheld goods and fired and glazed them into works of art and tools of love. They often exchanged vases, offered excuses to stay and watch each other create.


    He helped the smith make an asymmetrical mess of a bowl on the pottery wheel.


    While it sat in the kiln she helped him make moulds from his body and wheelchair with wax and quick-drying clay. Carefully, slowly, she prised and slid them from skin and prostheses and wondered whether he did this for the clay reflections or the clay embrace.


    “I think it’s more fun together,” said her friend.


    •


    Praise and compromise brings an apprentice’s peace.


    She gained an apprentice when the woman who delivered her groceries did not return home. “Please teach me your craft,” she said, and spoke of the wonderful works—conscious and inanimate both—she had heard of, the desire to heat and mould and blow she had cultivated, the services she could trade for the experience. The smith heard the fervour but saw that while the woman spoke of glass and mastery, it was the smith and not her work that was observed and caressed.


    Her skin was not glass, her touch was not cool.


    But she was pleasant and crafty in her own appreciable ways. In appraising this diversion from her despondency the glass-smith allowed reluctance to be overcome as she came and buckled under the woman’s pressure and persuasiveness. While the new apprentice attended to the smith in the bedroom she also proved attentive in the workshop, learning first the methods of fusing and slumping and then, as skill and pride and the smith’s admiration grew, delight of the trade.


    As well as her workshop and her bed, the apprentice filled the glass-smith’s life with distractions from love and house with delicate glass fish modelled after her favourites in the aquaria.


    •


    Paper bears patience.


    She had a friend who folded paper and gave her bright decorations and lanterns every holiday. He made his lover from thousands of sheets of paper. Unlike most crafted lovers, his came to be in stages and was conscious even when only a head. He added to his lover’s body as his lover watched: torso, arms and beyond. The origami lover’s body was fragile and often he had to re-attach some limb or digit. Going outside or strenuous movement was forbidden, as was any physical expression of love beyond light, dry, touches.


    Her friend commissioned sets of stained glass windows and glass songbirds to keep his lover entertained. She offered to make cages too but he preferred to let them fly free around his home, alighting wherever and singing whenever, as long as they did not make a nest from his lover.


    “Sometimes,” said her friend, “you are a bit abusive and demanding.”


    •


    One given free will to love becomes one finally given leave.


    She next made not another glass lover, but a glass being who could choose love.


    The smith crafted every inch of the glass body as carefully as she had her previous lovers, but instead of the cruelties and frailties she had worked into them, this time she gave freedom and control. She let the apprentice watch but not touch, and though she said the glass was no replacement, her apprentice saw how she touched it.


    She finished the glass being while the apprentice slept. It was difficult not to caress the glass skin she had spent so long perfecting. She kept her distance and smiled.


    “I made you,” she said to the glass being, “but I will not make you do anything. You are free to love or hate, to live or destroy yourself.”


    The glass being was free to speak as well but it was many days before the smith was answered. Her fingers twitched and her smile glazed as silence lingered. She kept patient distance from her creation and filtered her frustrations through the apprentice’s ministrations.


    But one morning, finally: “If you did not make me for a purpose, then I am meaningless and may as well not exist, but if you did make me with a purpose then I am obliged and might never differentiate choice and duty,” said the glass philosopher, and then said many things more.


    All the smith had wanted to receive was consent and sweet nothings, but every day she was given metaphysical questions she couldn’t answer and theoretical conditions she couldn’t comprehend. All she had wanted was a lover as keen as her apprentice and as sleek as her work, but every day she watched apprentice and philosopher talk near her fish tanks. She wondered about the closeness she at first thought polite, what had been shared when her creation only listened.


    Her creation’s skin was glass. It was not touched.


    Every day the glass philosopher’s musings became deeper and broader, the look in their eyes needier, the pitch of their voice and the curl of their hands full of more and more yearning and desire. But their attention and demands lay not in lying with the glass-smith, neither in playing with her skin nor plying her with flattery. The philosopher lived only for answers, loved only epiphanies.


    The smith could not give what the philosopher needed and she would not receive what she wanted. She could have taken many things from her creation, but the glasssmith chose to provide supplies, maps and directions to the nearest university.


    That night the apprentice comforted her, as she had every night the philosopher had not, and the smith did not tell her she was no replacement.


    •


    Paint begs perfection.


    She had a friend who painted landscapes for the walls of the wealthy. Their watercolour fields and lakes and sunset wharves brought them fame and took them further and further afield, clients funding their supplies and travel for them to bring them back a beautiful scene as if sliced from the world and fixed on a canvas.


    Her friend relied upon her to cut glass sheets for their frames, perfect and clear to protect but not obscure the art. After a time the smith had commissioned a large triptych of the nearby seaside to brighten her kitchen. When her friend visited to install the art and thought her walls too bare there began the frequent deliveries of paintings—mostly small or unfinished pieces, practice for their grander works.


    “Nothing that we say will make you happier or better,” said her friend. “You have to do that yourself.”


    •


    A downgrade attempt begets tactile regard.


    She missed her apprentice more than she’d guessed she would, but she had grown used to the woman and poor assumptions both. If the apprentice kept her word and if her family kept time she would return before the smith could complete a glass lover.


    Yet the smith’s lust would not rest while her apprentice was away so she crafted something less than a lover, thick and curled with carefully charted bumps and ridges.


    Hours she poured into its construction. Hours more she spent working over herself, hunched then stretched taut, rhythmic then mindless, expectant then harried. She was too attuned to the apprentice’s touch; stubborn desire could not usurp it. Boredom was the only thing that peaked, wrists the only flesh exhausted. Her screams were of frustration rather than from finishing.


    But she was a glass-smith and she had mastered and outsmarted glass many times before. She redesigned, no less carefully than before, as snugly fitting as before. Her yearning was strong but her wrists were weak so she crafted something that was even less of a toy, something crooked and supporting. It went where she aimed it, angled when she twitched. Though still no true rival to a lover, it helped her convulse and conclude.


    Afterwards she would lie, exhausted and content, with the glass of her tool slick and cooling against her skin, encircling wrist, holding fingers, resting on her stomach as she recovered. At first she thought it the lack of company, but the simple touch of the glass across and around her flesh was as fulfilling as being filled or felt by her lovers.


    •


    Rope takes purpose.


    She had a friend who made temporary art from flesh and ropes. Whenever in need of a new glass eye, she would invite the smith over to strain against her cord, twist through the air and shudder atop certain knots.


    Was this what it was like, the smith wondered, to be one of her glass lovers? To look upon the one who has fashioned such art, to see the care in which she has been shaped, to realise the pleasure in her crafting, to trust her lover and moulder so completely?


    “The difference is that you never once feel fear,” said her friend. “I never give you reason to flinch from my touch or mistrust my actions.”


    •


    Haggled affection hides hungry infatuation.


    She watched her apprentice grow in glass-mastery and watched her glee when she writhed under her grasp. The glass-smith found herself content, if not happy, found for herself purpose if not keenness. The nights when the apprentice fell asleep with a smile, the moments when they seemed to connect rather than coincide, the mornings when the glass-smith did not mind waiting for the apprentice to wake up and untie or roll off her: they aroused in her something.


    But her skin did not squeak, her touch did not thrill.


    Whatever the woman’s attempted taming kindled in the smith, it could not match the fire she felt whenever a glass lover or glass tool embraced her. And though she taught everything she knew of glass and relented to the apprentice’s appetite, she too learned and played with her own hunger. The apprentice’s confidence bloomed and commissions and business boomed; the glass-smith tried to pin down what she pined for.


    She created restraints and gags, corsets and stockings, dildos and chastity belts, contoured supports and toys: all from glass, all handed over to her apprentice so she could be fondled and handled. The smith spoke of embracing submission and growing beyond crafted lovers to keep her happy and willing to indulge, but however much she might pretend it was her apprentice’s controlling hands that thrilled, her apprentice’s slow tongue and insistent fingers that slid her shaking and breathless to climax, she knew it was the glass that pressed and caressed between them.


    Sometimes, increasingly, when her apprentice was out the smith would stretch out on undulating sheets of glass and feel it against her back, her elbows, her neck, her thighs. She thought of love and regrets, and glass—always she thought about glass—and she more often sent the apprentice for errands and appointments.


    •


    Leather shares living.


    She had a friend who cured and cut leather then tied together the pieces with metal links and corded rope. She made inhuman lovers piece-by-piece with phalli instead of limbs, lovers monstrous with tentacles fully automated, lovers abstract of nothing but breasts and toes, lovers fanciful with wings and harnesses. She didn’t make them for herself, but said she found delight in seeing others finally happy.


    The smith made eleven glass goat eyes for one of her contracts and her friend offered to make a lover for her. Leather could do what glass could not, leather would not break against her, leather absorbed instead of reflected. The glass-smith declined.


    “Glass is too rigid,” said her friend. “Don’t restrict yourself. Craft exactly who you want to do exactly what you want.”


    •


    Dreams beyond lust become a passion beyond love.


    She kept her secret as long as she could. As contentedness and respect was only so satisfying, her apprentice so alluring would only be so accommodating. Bound by promised exchange she did not begrudge, the glass-smith did not confide that she wished to be confined and crafted. Stifled by attraction stagnated, she told herself that only glass governed by her apprentice’s will could suffice. For a time, it helped. For a while, her belief made it better.


    She was a glass-smith, though, and glass had been her first and truest love. After skill differences between the two had dwindled, was judged negligible, and the smith ran out of excuses, could no longer wait patient or fail to forget her longing no matter how pleasant or devoted the woman could be, she tasked her apprentice with helping her obtain a happiness less suppressed. She had asked for so little, given so much.


    Surely what she asked now was still so little, what she offered was still so much.


    Her skin was ready, her touch was pensive.


    They argued and bartered. The smith spoke of oaths and compromises she had tired of, love that she was wearied of deferring. This time it was the apprentice who conceded.


    They started with the smith’s legs. The glass was hot but she had worked with fires hotter. The glass was heavy but she had worn protective clothing heavier. The glass was fragile and difficult and stiff but she had conquered practices tougher.


    Her skin was agony and bliss, every new inch of it more intoxicating than any lover. Her touch was distracting, torrid and almost delirious as the glass seared and ascended her body.


    The smith could no longer craft herself when it came time for her right arm to be clad. She trusted her apprentice. The woman had failed to dissuade her from the glass and now she encased her in it. Soon would come her shoulders, her neck, her head, her face. She could scarcely breathe for impatience; she could scarcely breathe in for glass tight around her chest.


    “I think I can hear the sea,” she whispered, as glass trickled into her ears.


    •


    Maps lead musing.


    She had a friend who made maps with paper and ink. He showed the smith the coastlines of a far-off continent, the migration paths of well-tracked birds, the probable rings of sea-dragon nests and the detailed town plans that were his daily work. She brought postcards as they arrived and together they plotted the glass philosopher’s meandering journey.


    Her apprentice commissioned a chart of her teacher’s body, having painstakingly plotted every sensitive spot. When they presented it to the smith she mulled over its shadings and symbols until finally she touched an area with dense contour lines and traced the raised ink. The apprentice fondled one of her breasts, keeping time.


    For her friend she made a glass globe with raised mountains and dyed terrain. He gently spun it, letting the contours and engraving slide beneath his fingers, and spoke of all the maps he had copied but never created, the towns he could navigate but never visit.


    “You will always live with regret,” said her friend.


    •


    An apprentice’s graduation proves tender.


    She broke her only lover out of glass.


    There was too much. She wasn’t enough? She had been everything.


    “I can’t, I can’t,” she cried, and struck the glass she had helped prepare.


    At first her teacher screamed to see skin cracking and flesh exposed. With a bottle’s whistle the lover of glass begged the smith to leave her so. But though she loved her teacher and loved glass, she could not love her so.


    This was too far. She had tried so much—but not everything. She had learned more than how to craft and love glass.


    “You can’t, you can’t,” she cried, and attacked the woman she had failed to mould.


    Her skin was cruel.


    The glass lover screamed shrill, vulnerable even while shielding herself. The smith cried still and struck wild and wailed and soon her lover started to shatter and bleed.


    But what could break off one could take on the other and just as the smith tried to rid her lover of the extra skin, the lover struck back with shard-ridden arms.


    Her touch was ruin.


    Soon they lay entangled and exhausted, a single figure of flesh and blood and glass and breath and pain, pinned and embedded into one another. One dragged and slid her arm along the other’s body with cries and screeches, gasps and cuts.


    “I love you,” said the glass lover—lover glassed—and stroked her lover’s cheek, grated glass coalescing glazed skin.


    “I love you,” said the glass-smith—glass smitten—and kissed her lover, hot lips rough with slivers against cold glass slick with blood.


    No one filled them with fish.


    •


    


    

  


  
    Hungry


    


    


    Robert E. Stutts


    


    


    Even in high summer, paths through these woods are difficult to find, let alone follow, overrun as they are with brambles and briars and bracken. But in summer there is the sun above you to warm your head, and the green of trees to cheer your heart.


    The winter is worse, of course, for winter lacks any kindness at all.


    Nonetheless it is into the winter woods you go, following your brother, who has failed to protect you as he promised. Your parents have abandoned their children to the mercy of a forest that has no mercy, to keep their hands clean of your blood even as they fill their bellies with your portions, meager as those will be. Days have passed now, and you hope they choke on whatever crumb they sup on. If you had the means, you would have your revenge on them both.


    But now you are hungry, and tired, and your eyes begin to water at the thought of a warm bed, or any bed. The night sounds terrify you, and every rustle in the brush is a wolf with meat on his mind. You will not escape a wolf’s hunger; your own cannot match his. Or can it?


    A push through a tangle of dead bushes, and the tiny hut appears before you, lit up like a church. But no ordinary house this, no. Around the fence sit wax tapers at regular intervals; their light is brighter than the candles you remember your mother lighting, but of course she had only four. Skulls sit on the fence posts. The gate is open, and the path through the snow leads to the dark brown house. The smell of it floods your nose, and you remember in happier times how your grandmother made bread at Christmas. The roof of the house is made of cake, the windows spun from sugar. An edible house, and certainly not ordinary. As you move closer, you see that the house squats on chicken legs as if hatching an egg. You point at the legs and the skulls and murmur to your brother, who does not care for chickens or eggs or skulls and who rushes forward to feast. You follow after, knowing that danger is but a breath away; you have heard stories, but you, too, are hungry.


    Your brother has thrust his face into the front of the house and has begun to chew and chew and chew. He does not stop, and you wonder if he remembers to breathe. Gently, you pull at a bit of the doorframe and bring the bread to your lips. The taste is warm, fresh-baked.


    The door swings open. A witch lives here. She is beautiful and sharp-edged, with hair the color of pomegranate seeds and eyes as pale as icicles. You know that her hunger, like yours, is terrible and insatiable. She will gobble you up. Those stories you know to be true. She is blind, but she smells you and wastes no time in snatching into her house the both of you. Your brother she locks in a brass cage, to fatten him up. You, she says, will be my maid and will learn what I have to teach you. The notion makes your stomach drop: someone else to tell you what to do.


    All day long your brother eats and weeps, eats and weeps. The witch has a magic cupboard that never empties; she teaches you the words to open and lock it, so you may pull whatever she needs from its depths. And such fine delicacies the witch concocts for your brother: Beluga caviar served on little triangles of toast; large bowls of borscht with heavy dollops of sour cream; large yeasty pirozhki stuffed with sautéed cabbage or mashed potatoes (mixed with carefully diced green onions and dill) or chopped beef (sautéed with onions and eggs); pork kotlety served with sauerkraut and baked turnips. She tops blini with all kinds of fruit preserves: cranberry, raspberry, blueberry, blackberry, loganberry, huckleberry, mulberry, boysenberry, youngberry, olallieberry. Fried syrniki comes to him garnished with honey and applesauce. All day long he eats and eats and eats, crying all the while, and you are given nothing to eat but bread crusts and some beets left over from the borscht, which stain your teeth red.


    At the end of each day, the sightless witch asks to feel your brother’s finger. She cannot see him to gauge how well he fattens, and she is wise not to reach into the cage. He offers a small bone he has found in the straw beneath him. She runs her own fingers along its smoothness, takes the tip of the bone into her mouth and runs her tongue around it. Not yet, she says, not yet.


    Each night you undress the witch, and then yourself, and you crawl beneath the sheets with her. Her breath smells of ginger; her long hair moves across her back like honey; her skin is as white as sugar; and she tastes like wild strawberries, as warm and tart as summer, when you feast below.


    The daily routine seems endless to you, although it is not entirely unpleasant. The witch keeps you warm if not full. You begin to wonder if you should tell the blind witch how your brother deceives her because his crying annoys you and he never offers to share any of his food with you. Instead, you stop telling him that all will be well.


    At last, and long in coming, the witch decides that as skinny as your brother remains he will still be eaten. She has a large oven, large enough to fit two snugly enough and bake them through and through. You understand what she has planned for you now, and somehow you are not surprised to find yourself shoving her into the oven and locking the door. You saved yourself, and your brother, but it has not made you happy, it has not given you joy. You run outside to escape her screams, which do not last long. The wind is cold and damp and you feel it seep into your bones, eating up the warmth the witch left behind.


    You eat the witch in many ways, with sour cream and dill, with apricot compote, with sliced turnips and parsnips sprinkled with rosemary. You feed some of the witch to your brother, whom you’ve left in the cage and who continues to cry every day. He has grown quite fat, and there is nothing, after all, wrong with your eyesight.


    •


    


    

  


  
    Liquid Loyalty


    


    


    Redfern Jon Barrett


    


    


    “I love you.”


    “I love you too.”


    “I don’t need anyone else but you.”


    “I don’t need anyone else either.”


    “I think about you all day.”


    “I think about you too, Arthur.”


    Anya flinched, her blood shocked cold. She hadn’t said that properly; she wasn’t emphatic enough; she hadn’t got the look right; she’d be discovered. Had he noticed? She examined him through her best gaze of adoration: his face betrayed no signs of suspicion, no betrayal, no anger. He hadn’t noticed. At least not yet.


    “I hate going to work and leaving you,” Anya cooed for good measure. She said this every day, but this time she gave the words a little more sorrow, accompanying it with a slight frown—a demonstration of upset which would endear him to her. She knew what came next.


    He leant forward and extended a small, soft kiss to her lips.


    “Don’t forget,” he instructed, picking up his small bottle of pills from the breakfast table.


    “I would never forget,” Anya replied, raising her small vial of liquid in return. As Arthur shook out a pill and swallowed it, Anya added three drops from the vial into her coffee.


    He had no reason to suspect that it was just water, that its real contents had been emptied into the toilet—just like last month’s—just like last year’s. She kept her eyes on him as she sipped at her drink. She was glad there was the liquid option, it would be a lot harder to falsify the pills, with their distinctive crimson red colour and diamond shape. She had told him that she never could swallow pills.


    “Don’t leave me,” he begged, playing out his day-to-day drama. What was in his head? Nothing but her. That was the point. That was the point of everything these days. No distractions. No need for friends or hobbies or political discussions. Just love—just the one person.


    “I don’t want to leave you,” she replied. “I hate leaving you, I want us to be together all day. But when I’ve finished work we can see each other again.”


    “We can listen to music together.”


    “We can listen to music together, Arthur.”


    “I love you, Anya.”


    “I love you too. Goodbye.”


    Another kiss.


    The front door closed behind her. Anya let out a deep burst from her lungs, allowed herself to relax a little, then began her journey to work. She made it to the bus just as it pulled into the stop, a garish advert plastered along the side:


    


    Liquid Loyalty. Giving Love a Helping Hand.


    


    •


    The sun had already slipped behind the lollipop trees by the office blocks, the sky quietly fading to a murky grey. Work had been exhausting. It was the boredom—there were no co-workers to talk to, or none which wanted to talk—they were thinking of their husbands, or wives, or soon-to-be-eithers.


    The bus stop was littered with post-work commuters: some stricken-looking and sitting singly; others paired into couples. Anya found a space between the neatly divided bodies—not so near to any others so as to provoke discomfort—then placed her briefcase to the ground by her feet.


    


    Loyalty. Love never came so easy.


    


    By the advert were two men staring at one another, their eyes half-closed in devotion, both imposed over a blank-white background. One ran his hand over the other’s face. In front of the advert a man and a woman were doing exactly the same thing. They stared at one another as though they had never seen each other before, a look of fascination that Anya had mastered, but never felt. The man leant forward and kissed the woman on the lips, a playful, childish peck, before the men of the advert did the same. To their side another couple shared the same stare; so did the couple on the seats by them; two standing by them; those walking by; fifty filling the bus which just arrived.


    It was important for Anya to watch the others—she had to remain observant, to record every twitch and motion in order to mimic it back home: the look of longing just right, a slight curve to the smile, the heady daze of the Loyalty pulsing through your mind. This was her daily research—if Arthur discovered her betrayal there would be nothing left. He would tell everyone of the scandal, and it would reach her job. Who could trust an employee capable of such deception to their loved one? Even single people weren’t trusted these days.


    She thought of Tony.


    Tony used to talk about leaving. In between lectures they would plan their escape—Venezuela, Cuba, even North Korea. Anywhere. Anya never knew if he was really serious, but eventually it was everywhere—wherever they banned it, it was simply smuggled in. Tony used to say that it was the natural consequence of a possessive society, but Anya could never bring herself to agree. She told him it would pass over, eventually. It was a stupid craze.


    She still missed Tony: staying up all night, talking about men, getting high and eating pudding; or cycling to the reservoir to watch strangers cruise for sex. Over the years her loneliness had hardened, moulding to the contours of her body, stopping just beneath the skin. It wasn’t inside of her, it was her.


    The bus passed a mural, painted on the side of an apartment building, one of the older adverts from the first days of Loyalty—back when it was associated with jealous girlfriends and stalker husbands. It didn’t feel real. The couple in the mural wore laughably old-fashioned clothing (you could see her neck and his bare arms), and the look in their eyes was different to the one common now—less intense. The slogan was one abandoned long ago.


    


    Tired of him looking at other women? Loyalty. Expect no less.


    


    Over the woman’s face was another relic of the past, antique graffiti splaying the words:


    


    Pills for psycho bitches


    


    Whoever had written that would have started taking it long ago. Anya appreciated the long-dead rebellion even though it annoyed her; after all, it wasn’t the fault of women, men had taken it too, men had pushed it into the girlfriend’s mouths just the same—look at her and Arthur. Men and women.


    Back then the couples in the adverts had all been men and women—it took a while for queers to take them on—Tony had said that they never would at all, that the queers had more sense. They did eventually though, everyone had.


    She remembered the day she had met Tony in town, his eyes aglaze: no explanation needed. He was still single, but by that point not even the queers could meet a new lover without already taking Loyalty, ready to prove their ability to love. Social acceptability. And that was it—there was no room in his mind for her any more. They had been best friends for years, but of course he stopped calling, they all stopped calling.


    She’d started faking it the day she’d lost Tony—in fact Tony was the first she had copied. Then she’d mimicked her mother, her sisters, co-workers, total strangers, and of course the never-ending advertisements. Then Arthur, whom she’d met at one of the Meet-n-Marry nights—one of the few occasions anyone went out after dark. She picked him because he was the first one to come along. He picked her for the same reason. The annual therapies had been easy to fake—without the pills or liquid it was just a matter of getting through the long and tedious procession of sounds and images. Each year he seemed to love her more intensely.


    The bus rolled on. Anya didn’t want to go straight home—she wanted some time to herself before seeing him, with his dopey gazes, his endless declarations of affection, how she was enough for him, how he never needed to look at anyone else—and, worse, the fact that it was all true. She saw his passions like a squid, tentacles surrounding her, squeezing her, choking her. She would go home later—if she arrived with supermarket flowers he wouldn’t ask any questions.


    The bus stopped outside the public library. Anya stepped into the silent street. The cafés and bars were long-closed, shuttered façades and boarded doors a testament to another world, an older world, the one that Anya kept hidden behind a thoughtless grin. Somehow the library had remained open, despite the cuts and lack of patrons, a mystery that only increased its appeal. She didn’t even enjoy reading, the building was enough. It proved her sanity.


    Anya ordered herself a coffee from the library’s central counter. Coffee helped, or so she told herself: it gave her the energy she needed to pretend. The elderly woman serving was uninterested in her, her expression vacant behind thick glasses. She would be wallowing in a distant memory of her loved one—that had been another successful ad campaign.


    


    Loyalty never forgets.


    


    Happy elderly couples. It had been relentless: Death is not the end; Love outlasts the body; Loyalty Preserves; Loyalty Everlasting. The principle was the same—though Anya imagined the therapy sessions comprising of a widow and a photograph.


    Anya took her coffee and wandered through to the stacks. Drinks weren’t allowed amongst the bookshelves, but these days who would stop her? She sipped noisily and stepped quietly through the dusty Ancient History section.


    There were other footsteps. Anya stood still: it wasn’t the old woman, but she had never heard anyone else amongst the stacks. The footsteps continued, echoing away from her.


    Anya followed.


    Along the Early Modern and into the Enlightenment.


    Around a corner to the Industrial era.


    And there she was.


    The woman stared at Anya. Anya gazed at the woman.


    They saw one another clearly, each expression sharp; assertive. Anya’s blood thudded through her body. This woman wasn’t taking Loyalty, Anya could see that right away. It was the first person she had seen in years who wasn’t. They mirrored one another, Anya realised, the woman must be thinking the same.


    Neither spoke.


    The woman gave a small half-smile, running her gaze the length of Anya’s body. Anya’s joints near-buckled: this was the first time someone had looked at her like that since she could remember. She desperately wanted to flirt back, but couldn’t move, she couldn’t respond.


    The woman raised a finger to her lips and motioned through the bookcases. Anya peered through the shelves to see the old woman making her way through the stacks, out of site but within hearing distance. An arm. The woman’s arm was over her shoulder: Anya could feel her breath on her neck.


    Tomorrow, the woman whispered. She moved away, resumed an artificial Loyalty-expression (Anya could tell it was fake—was her own act so transparent?) and left. Anya gave in to the weight of her own body and slumped to the floor, leaning against the bookshelves. She breathed slowly to steady her trembling, long and even, through the nostrils.


    Tomorrow then.


    The old woman stood over her, only a very slight confusion penetrating her widow’s gaze.


    •


    “Did you have a good day?”


    “I did, Arthur. Did you have a good day, baby?”


    “I did, Anya, though I wish you’d been there. Did you do anything interesting?”


    “Not really, Arthur.”


    “But you were late home. Why were you late home? Don’t you love me?”


    “I do love you Arthur, more than anything. I went to the library.”


    “I don’t know why you need books when we have each other.”


    Arthur began a quiet sulk. It would last for about an hour. These were safe, they weren’t risky: going to the library after work was a minor betrayal. If he started asking as to whether she spoke to anyone—if any of the jealous questions arose—then she would do her best act to dispel them. Often she would allow such sulking to run its course, but she had to be careful today—today she had something to hide.


    “Don’t be mad at me Arthur, I love you. It makes me so sad when you’re angry with me,” she pouted, doing her best to look upset. She willed tears to her eyes, thinking of Tony, thinking of all the friends she had lost, of abandoned museums and guestless parties, things which were gone now, leaving only a desperate desire to own every inch of someone, every inch—mind, body and soul. There was no escape, nowhere to go but her own mind. Her life, her elaborate pretence, one which took all her energy and left her with—what? Some idea of independence, of holding onto herself. But what was the point? What was the point when she was so unhappy? Tears welled in her eyes then raced down her face. The woman in the library was the first hope she had ever known.


    Arthur put his arm around her, placated.


    •


    Save all your kisses for me.


    


    That was a new one, referencing some old song from her great-grandparent’s day. There were two people silhouetted, dancing together, hand-in-hand, an empty ballroom behind them. It didn’t have the word Loyalty, it wasn’t needed—there was simply the logo, one heart encased within another.


    It was there, then it was gone. The bus reached the library.


    The stranger was at the door. They walked down to the stacks together. They said nothing. Once they were safely enveloped amongst the bookcases the stranger pushed her mouth to Anya’s, firm and eager, a desperation she had hidden, her tongue lunging against hers with a lust subdued for years. Anya was careful; at first unsure, her lips parting and tongue carefully mimicking that of the stranger’s, experimenting. The stranger pulled away, a deep sigh over Anya’s cheek, their foreheads pressed together, clammy with sweat.


    Anya’s whole body tingled. She was alive. Now Anya was the eager one, she was kissing the stranger—it was her tongue which thrusted, her lips pressing, her hand on the stranger’s soft cheek. Her heart and lungs roared, blood pulsing through her, a thousand colours dancing behind closed eyelids.


    The stranger pulled Anya’s body against hers, Anya’s lips fell to the stranger’s neck, and now they were equal, the two of them pulsing, coursing, surging together; the stranger’s fingers through her hair, Anya’s lips upon her collarbone. It was the most intense thing she had ever experienced. Her collarbone.


    The stranger licked Anya’s neck, breasts and stomachs and thighs pressed together; clumsy and colliding; not as one, but two eager forces and—it rushed to Anya’s mind—if two, why not three, or four? Why not the whole world? Then the stranger’s mouth was on hers again, pushing her into the bookshelf, a clatter of books to the floor.


    They plunged their hands into folds and layers of clothing, exploring, conquering, skin on skin. Soft and smooth and hairy and rough. They were a thousand hands, everywhere, over every dimple and nook, every plain and mountain. Their clothes stayed on: Anya saw nothing. But she knew every detail of the stranger’s body, she had learned her by touch alone. Sightless and breathless together.


    The stranger’s finger entered her, gentle but fierce, a kiss silencing her scream, her lower body exploding. She did the same, her finger delving warm and moist, a careful flick and a long caress, more books toppling, bodies sweat-soaked, trembling then shaking the shuddering, melting, melting, tongue-in-mouth. A separation, a gentle kiss and a withdrawal. Each was panting, balancing against the shelves to prevent total collapse.


    Her name was Rachel. That’s what she told Anya. Her name was Rachel.


    Then she was gone.


    •


    She met Rachel the next day; again they were wordless, their groping wild with hunger. Then two days later they met again, then once more the day after that. This time they had coffee together. They spoke in hushed whispers, beneath the audible range of the attendant’s hearing aid.


    “I used to take it, actually,” Rachel confessed, her eyes lowered. Anya didn’t know what to say. Rachel continued. “One day I mixed it up, I wound up taking eyes drops instead. It didn’t let go of me straight away, but the difference from that one day was noticeable. It was like—this won’t make sense, but it was like a wall dissolving. Other thoughts started creeping in—old thoughts, ones I’d forgotten. And, well, I liked those thoughts, so I just carried on taking eye drops.”


    Anya nodded. Rachel seemed surprised when she told her that she’d never taken it herself.


    “Not once? But sweety, everybody takes it. How the hell did you avoid that? Were you in some cult?” She laughed, bowing her head slightly, the ringlets of her hair falling forward. “Well the cults are all taking it now. Believe me, I checked. There’s no-one.”


    Anya knew that—she had searched herself, over an encrypted connection. All the results were from at least five years ago. But she didn’t want to waste her precious half-hour with Rachel by focusing on such a depressing topic. Instead she pulled her close, filling her nostrils with Rachel’s hair. The old woman behind the desk glanced over.


    •


    The Loyalty adverts bothered Anya less. Arthur bothered her less. Pretending became easy: easy because she had a reason to pretend. They met again and again, exploring one another, body and—slowly—mind too. Anya decided they should leave the fluorescent lighting of the stacks. She knew somewhere they wouldn’t be spotted.


    She hadn’t been to the reservoir in years. She had last come with Tony. Anya and Rachel sat down together on the damp grass. The bushes where men—and some women—had once come to find lustful strangers had all been cut down, the only clue a few stumps scattered about the edge of the water. It was quiet.


    “We could leave together,” Anya suggested, her voice crashing through the silence.


    “Where would we go?” Rachel flatly stated. It was a rhetorical question; she had clearly thought about it herself.


    “I don’t know,” Anya replied, pulling Rachel toward her. “We’d work it out.”


    Rachel pressed her face into Anya’s neck before speaking.


    “We can’t leave, not yet. But we can some day. We could go to another city, pretend that we’re married, pretend to be on the Loyalty. We could be ourselves when we’re alone together. We wouldn’t be able to get proper jobs—I mean, nothing that needed our marital records—but we could find something. It could work.”


    It could, Anya realised. It really could.


    A dozen gulls circled above the water.


    •


    They were to meet at the library again—there was less risk of being spotted there. Anya couldn’t wait to see Rachel, to tell her about her day, to hold her—and most importantly, to drop her act. Every time she saw her it was a relief to stop pretending, to not even think about her expression, how she’s holding herself. She’d almost forgotten how. She raced down the steps to the stacks, around the computer terminals and over to the Industrial History section.


    What had happened?


    The harsh strip lighting blazed above. Rachel stood before her—her expression cold.


    Anya herself was frozen, ice clogging her veins. She was different—Rachel was different. Anya knew what had happened, but she hoped it wasn’t true. Please don’t let it be true.


    The musty smell of unread books caught in her nose.


    There was no warmth in Rachel’s eyes. No mystery, no mischief—just a blank, disinterested stare. Anya knew that look. It was the same look as those who rode on the bus with her, the same look as her co-workers. It was Tony’s look, the one given her by everyone—except Arthur. Total disinterest. Detachment. Boredom. It stabbed her right in the gut.


    Rachel said nothing; Anya said nothing.


    What needed to be said? It was a miracle that Rachel had arrived at all: it must have taken every inch of willpower left. She must have found that one last tiny part of herself, the un-Loyal part, and she had found the power to come see her. To say goodbye, though neither would be saying anything.


    Anya knew Rachel’s partner must had found her faking the Loyalty—then they had either forced her to take it, or tricked her. Anya knew it was her fault: they must have discovered the secret meetings. They must have been angry. Anya realised she knew nothing about this partner—male, female, in between; old, young, in between—she couldn’t picture them, the person who had stolen this brief hope. They had stolen the feeling that she was not alone.


    Anya wouldn’t cry. She wanted to, but it would be humiliating—crying to someone so bored of her. Someone who just wanted to leave and go home. Rachel was standing three paces from her, enough distance to avoid physical contact. Then she was going, turning away: she had done her part, she had shown Anya the situation.


    She was gone.


    Anya still wouldn’t cry. She trembled, she slumped to the floor, back against bookshelves, but she wouldn’t cry. She’d had enough. She didn’t want to fake it any more, day after day, totally alone, until the day she’d be discovered.


    Just take it.


    The thought flashed into her mind. It wasn’t the first time. Her life would be easier, she could join everyone else, there would be no more pretending. Days would slip easily into one another, her mind empty of everything except Arthur. The world would become grey and empty without him.


    No.


    No. She would never do it. Rachel wouldn’t have done either: she had been tricked. She would never have taken it if she had the choice.


    Anya would not be going home. No more pretending. She realised what she had to do.


    •


    She could see them there; through the dirty brown glass of their living room window. Rachel and the faceless spouse. Two fuzzy, indistinct shapes, ghosts of the people who had once written letters and joined book groups, gone to demonstrations and fancy dress parties, had affairs and intimate discussions with long-held friends.


    Was she in there? Was that her? Doubt clouded Anya’s mind, holding her motionless. It wasn’t the illegality of breaking in—for all that she was beyond caring. It was the thought that it might not work. It simply might not work.


    And so what if it didn’t? Anya watched the blurry figures on what looked like a sofa. Did it matter? Rachel was one person. Anya knew her plan. It had always been there, hidden away, waiting for her to discover it.


    She would find others. Others were necessary. If it were simply her and Rachel then things would be no better. They would be alone in their very own cocoon, separated from the world; just like the other nine billion. With or without Loyalty, what difference would there really be? Her and Arthur; her and Rachel. It would be the same eventually. She needed others. Then they could truly start again—rebuild their messy, tangled networks—overlapping and intertwining in a hundred thousand different ways. An open future.


    Anya closed her eyes.


    It was a warm night. Anya’s hands were aged and withered, her back stiff and legs creaky. She knew her face was tangled in wrinkles. Naked bodies danced in and around one another, flashes of white and pink and brown and orange; breasts and chests and birthmarks consumed in one another. People. The heavy build of their erotic dance was broken now and again by laughter. One had broken away and was pounding on a drum, beating, beating, beating. They moved in and around one another, each lover temporary; respected and cared for by the mass. The evening air was crisp, the ground moaned with bare feet pounding green and brown. There was a grunt as a leg made its way beneath her back, a thigh gently against her face, red hair near her eye. She shuddered and rolled ecstatic, legs and arms and bellies and shoulders, beating, beating, beating against one another. So many people. Another grunt, lighter, a prayer to a god of shattered unions. A hand rested on her shoulder.


    She opened her eyes and it was gone. Anya was young. She reached into her bag and clutched at the bottle of eye drops in her hand. This was the start. She quietly made her way to the back of Rachel’s house.


    •


    The bus headed toward the depot—its driver couldn’t wait to return home to his wife. Perhaps they would watch a film together, or just cuddle on the sofa. He turned off the ignition, locked the driver’s cubicle and stepped down from the vehicle. On its side was the new advert, one with a retro theme:


    


    Loyalty. You’re the One that I want.


    


    He was shocked to see that someone had defaced it, smearing words beneath in crimson red:


    


    But perhaps I’ll take some others too


    


    For a moment he laughed. Then he remembered himself and shook his head at the senseless act of vandalism. It was disgusting. He would have to tell his wife.


    •


    


    

  


  
    Her

    Infinite Variety


    


    


    Sacchi Green


    


    


    The basket in the corner quivers, each coil of braided reeds whispering and hissing against the next. I know those trapped within, how swift their death-strike, how scarcely more swift my own; three times I have saved my Queen from serpents. And how will I bear, this time, to stay my claws and fangs as she commands?


    I am Mnemnet, Queen’s Witness, and Queen’s comfort as well since her dreams of empire have splintered like ship’s timbers under the ramming prow of Rome. To Witness I am bound; comfort is mine to give, or to withhold. Love I give by choice.


    She gazes out over the harbor, and none dare approach. Does she brood on the Caesar that was, the Caesar that might have been, the Caesar-to-be who stays his assault lest she ignite her treasury’s encircling pyre? Does she see past the stain of her lover’s self-spilled blood on the marble sill, to the days of passion and glory? Her women glance sidelong, hoping she will call me to give her final moments ease, to take her so deeply into memory that the present fades to nothing.


    They cannot know how truly far her thoughts have flown, nor how her blood quickens with longing. No Roman’s voice, no man’s, calls to her now.


    With a gesture she summons me. The women fall back at my approach, at my unblinking stare, at amber eyes through which lion-headed Sekhmet sometimes gazes. Great Isis commands my lady’s first devotion, as befits a ruler, but the warrior goddess too is ever watchful of her fierce spirit. Even with no goddess present I command respect, for I am none of Bastet’s brood, no mewling household pet. The cheetah is a hunter bred of sun and wind, and they are wise not to come within my reach as they withdraw.


    Still she muses, silhouetted against the evening sky. Below us the city murmurs in all the tongues of the known world. Camels, freed of the caravan’s rich burdens, groan in guttural relief; boatmen call across water iridescent with sunset. Geese and herons etch dark glyphs against prawn-pink clouds as they fly toward refuge in the marshes. For a moment thoughts of fat geese and sweet prawns distract me, though I do not truly hunger for such palace fare; my dreams are of gazelles and endless plains and the blazing joy of the chase.


    But I am bound to her, and to the cities of men; and Alexandria is the greatest of cities. I absorb each detail as it passes through her senses, holding them all against a time when even this shall live only in memory—if memory endure. Immortality is an unknown land.


    I will be her guide, she trusts, though I do not yet know how. She has dreamed of a buried tomb where a boy-king lies beneath a great mask of gold, and seen amidst the heaped treasures the figure of a cheetah bearing his master’s spirit into eternity. It was for this that she chose me from my mother’s litter. For this the Goddess opened my mind to hers and bade me carry her memories; for this I am bound to her.


    “Mnemnet…” she murmurs. I sit erect beside her. Then, with a glance to be sure none can see, I bow my head to nudge against her hand.


    She strokes between my ears, down my arched neck, making my skin ripple in delight. Almost I am wholly cat, wholly sensual. There have been times when the flow of fur beneath her hand, the rumble of contentment in my breast, has been enough to ease her. But not this time.


    “Take me to her, Mnemnet,” she murmurs. Her dark gaze turns full upon me. Her fingers trace the lapis beads of my collar and come to rest on its golden amulet. In her eyes I see my own eyes mirrored, two crescent moons, swelling until a tide of light engulfs us; and we are there, six years past, in the summer palace at Antioch while her Roman general pursues his Parthian campaign.


    •


    The Amazon burst upon us in a swirl of smoke and serpents, all illusion. What I saw as smoke resolved into a shadow-wraith pacing at her feet, while the serpents were merely tethers whipping about her body as she spun and dodged. No pursuing guard dared be first to grasp a line, lest she charge him; and soon she had gathered the ropes into her own hands, wielding them like whips.


    “Guards! Stand away!” My Queen’s voice pierced the chaos. The men flinched; the barbarian swung toward us. I crouched, prepared to spring, confident against even such a she-lion as this—and with that thought the haze encircling her long, well-muscled legs resolved into the wraith of a lioness indeed, more sinuous of form than any I had known.


    All other eyes looked only on the wild, fierce countenance of the warrior. None but mine could see the lion-shade; even her companion seemed unaware. The wraith, once recognized, flowed toward me with a snarl of challenge, but fear was her only weapon, her silent threats impotent against me. She drew back as the fury faded from her mistress’ face, leaving an impassivity just touched with arrogance.


    “Withdraw!” the Queen ordered the guards. “I forbade the use of chains; how should ropes escape my notice?”


    “Majesty…” their captain began, then subsided beneath her obsidian stare. His life would be forfeit as soon through disobedience as by failure to defend.


    “Post guards at every portal and archers in the gardens, but leave us without any man’s intrusion. Mnemnet and my women are defense enough.”


    The men’s glances showed more faith in me than in the women’s ceremonial daggers, but they obeyed.


    My Queen arose. Even from the dais, though she is of noble stature, her eyes were scarcely level with the prisoner’s. The hand on my collar tensed, but her tone held only imperious disdain.


    “So this,” she said, “is that Amazon queen, legend made flesh, who has set all Antioch aclamor!”


    The barbarian’s gaze moved boldly over my Lady’s regal form. “So this,” she retorted in passable, if archaic, Greek, “is that Egyptian queen, seduction in the flesh, who blunts Rome’s spears between her thighs!”


    My Queen’s anger surged, but my deliberate yawn diverted her. This was mere bravado, not true challenge. Stately indifference was response enough.


    “It seems I was mistaken,” she said, settling again into her royal seat. “I had thought to converse with one who shares some knowledge of a woman’s power in a world of men. A commander left undefended as her forces flee casts doubt upon her generalship, yet there might have been something of interest to be learned.”


    A flush rose beneath the Amazon’s bronze skin. Eyes narrowed in anger glittered like green stones. Her chin lifted. She drew in a deep breath, seeming even larger than before—and then she laughed. Tawny hair moved serpent-like across her shoulders as she shook her head. “Well-thrust, Lady!” A scar at the corner of her mouth gave her smile a rueful twist. “Though if we are to speak of generalship, consider this; my people are few, and luring the Romans into pursuing me ensured that all but one remained free.”


    “Consider also,” said my Queen, “that my people are many, and remain free only so long as I persuade Rome to an alliance short of conquest.”


    “A fair point.” The other inclined her head. “But if we are to discourse on these matters, more might be learned were you to offer me the courtesy due a guest, rather than a filthy prisoner.”


    The Queen’s women murmured, but she stilled them with a look. “There is much in what you say. Come, sit by me.” She gestured toward a low bench near the throne. “My servants will prepare both bath and meal, and we shall meet as colleagues while we may. Freedom, though, I could not give you if I would. Were you Antony’s prisoner…but Amyntas of Galatia claimed you first. That web of alliance is too fragile to be strained.”


    “I understand, Lady, as you must understand that I will grasp at any chance of freedom.” She sank onto the bench and disposed her long legs as best she might. “I have met your Antony. He is said to have a weakness for a forceful woman, as none would know better than Egypt’s queen.”


    The women shrank back as though in fear of flying sparks, but my Lady retained her poise. The only sparks I sensed shimmered in an invisible current between the two monarchs, like the tension that binds predator to prey, except that here both were predator.


    “He has a taste for the dangerously exotic,” my Lady agreed, her smile revealing sharp white teeth. “In his letters he speaks with interest of reports of your sorcery, but not so much interest as to put it to the test himself.”


    “Such a reputation has served me well.” The Amazon sat tensely erect, though her tone was level. “Any man who approaches me has suffered, I have heard, even beyond what marks I may leave on him. But what is it they say, in these reports?”


    “They tell of a demon in lioness-form,” my Lady said, watching with interest her guest’s reaction. “A ravening beast who claws her way into their dreams, devouring sanity, until they tear at their own eyes trying to pluck her out. I had thought it merely an excuse for those who would not admit to fear of a woman.”


    The warrior rose abruptly and paced back and forth before the dais. The shadow-beast paced with her, looking upward, pleading to be seen. “Do they truly see her? Can she be with me still?” She paused, her shadow falling across me. “What do you watch, swift one? Do you track my steps, or something half a pace behind?” She sank to her knees, looking into my eyes, and deep within I felt the divine fire begin to glow.


    “Lady,” the Amazon said huskily, all bravado gone, “I will bow to you in any way you choose if your Seer can show me what my heart has lost.”


    “Even to revealing the way to your hidden domain?”


    The tawny head lifted. Green eyes stared into black. “You know I cannot pay that price.”


    “Then I do not ask it. Mnemnet shall show us both whatever is to be seen.” Her hand brushed my ear and moved gently down my collar to the amulet. “Lay your hand here, by mine, if she permits.”


    A shiver swept my skin as I, who had endured no other hand since birth, fought to tolerate a foreign touch. Then all else was forgotten as the lioness thrust her head onto her bond-companion’s shoulder, and the woman’s lion-tawny hair swept forward like a curtain, and words poured forth in an unknown tongue that yet was clear as Greek to we who shared the vision.


    “Lakri! You fought like ten warriors, though I ordered you to flee! And still they came, and slew you, and bore you away on their spears.” Her hand slipped from the amulet, yet it was clear that she retained the vision, and felt as flesh that which was only shadow. “They would not let me die. I had no comfort but that you were spared the net, and the jeers, and my captivity.”


    My Queen loosed her grasp. We turned away, that they might have solitude, but still the rumbling in the spirit-creature’s breast vibrated through me like a tremor in the earth.


    Servants entering with food and wine and the water for bathing were soon dismissed, and the Queen’s women also. “Surely, Lady, you will not wait upon the barbarian with your own hand,” the foremost objected, to no avail.


    “That is none of your affair. Stand with the guards,” her mistress ordered, “within call but not sight, and do not gossip of what you have seen here, or not seen. Mnemnet will know if any disobey!”


    I bared my fangs at them, and felt my eyes glow; they believe that I can read their thoughts. At times, indeed, I can. Then they were gone.


    At last the warrior stood. “Your pardon, Lady.” She inclined her head. “Blood of the Greeks, consort of Romans; I doubted your right to rule Egypt. But if this dappled huntress and her deity bless you, so too must the land.”


    “I am Egypt!” For the first time anger flared unrestrained in my Lady’s eyes. “The River Nile flowed into me with my nurse’s milk! Egypt’s gods I have ever honored; from Egypt’s soil the bones of my ancestors to eight generations have been formed. The blood of great Alexander is in me, but so too is all the ancient mystery of my land!” Her head was held so regally that she seemed to grow in stature, the more so when the taller woman dropped to one knee in ritual salute.


    “I no longer doubt, great Queen,” she said gravely. Then, formality discarded, she rose and surveyed my mistress with frank appraisal. A hint of amusement crinkled the corners of her eyes. “Were you not bound to Egypt I could have made an Amazon of you!”


    My mistress’ hauteur wavered. Her eyes shone wide for a moment, and then she shook her head. “You are twenty years too late. In my youth I devoured such legends, and dreamed such dreams, but now destiny has led me on to other dreams that seemed no less fantastic then.”


    “Destiny, and your own strength.” The Amazon turned toward the table set with food and wine. “Your pardon, Lady, but my strength fails with such a repast near at hand. Prisoners do not fare so luxuriously.”


    “You have distracted me from hospitality!” My mistress moved to pour out wine into silver goblets. “Dine as you will, though you might wish to bathe while the water is yet hot.”


    The warrior eyed the rising steam. “Perhaps not quite yet. I am more accustomed to cold mountain streams.” I heard no condescension in her tone, rather something of embarrassment, but my mistress took it otherwise. While the Amazon ate, struggling to keep a civil rein on hunger, my Queen said little, taking wine and a few honeyed nutmeats for herself. When her guest had followed her lead in use of finger bowl and linens, she turned toward the bath with an almost child-like toss of her head.


    “So you judge that luxurious living leads to softness?”


    The other looked at her in surprise, then at me, a smile twitching the scarred corner of her mouth. She offered a morsel of herbed duck, and I accepted it with dignity.


    “So, Mnemnet, has soft living weakened you? Your body seems lithe and strong, your spirit fierce. And your mistress, I know, has commanded fleets and armies, though her soft hands bear no callus from spear and shield.”


    She approached the huge silver basin and pulled off the remnants of her tunic. “I do not fear luxury, but only my own ignorance. We have ways, in my hidden land, of observing the outer world, but I see that there are gaps in our knowledge. How does one manage this business?”


    My Lady regarded the warrior’s strong, scarred body with a hint of envy, and something stronger, but instructed her guest graciously. “Step within, and I will pour the water over you. Then, if you wish,” and she looked doubtfully at the other’s long legs, “you may sit in the bath as I sprinkle soothing herbs. There are sweet oils on this table, if you choose, and luffas and pumice to smooth away rough skin. My maidservants are skilled…” She paused, clearly wondering how much hospitality she wished to personally extend, dignity at war with the urge to touch. I wondered idly why humans did not simply groom each other with their tongues.


    “Let me begin simply,” the other said. “The water, and perhaps the soaproot I see there. And, if I vow solemnly not to use it otherwise, a knife to cut off this matted hair!”


    When she reclined at last in the silver basin, legs dangling over the rim, her hair was cropped short as the Greeks of ancient statues, but there was no mistaking her for a male. “It is gracious of you not to inquire,” she said, noticing her hostess’ intent gaze on the breasts rising like islands from the water, and choosing to misinterpret that interest. “But no, we do not mutilate ourselves, despite your legends. One fabled archer, perhaps, in the distant past—or perhaps not. Even Queen Penthesilea, who stood with Troy against the Athenians, had both her breasts when Achilles slew her. I knew elders in my youth who had known elders who had known those who fought beside her.”


    “So few generations gone? But the Trojan War is scarcely more than legend now!”


    The Amazon sighed deeply, head resting on the rim of the tub, tendrils of damp hair curling about her face. “Perhaps the bath has weakened me after all, but I will repay your hospitality with tales of my land and my people, if you like.”


    “It is a world of which I often dreamed,” my mistress said, pulling up a stool, “when I was young and destiny uncertain. Perhaps that is why I wished to meet you.”


    “Perhaps,” the other agreed, yawning widely. “I did not think you truly doubted your Roman, nor even that you wished to try your hand at seducing a queen, for variety.” Her half-closed eyes held a wicked gleam.


    My Queen’s skin flushed, but she quickly took the offensive. “If I wished to do such a thing, it would be easily done.” She poured oil from an alabaster jar into her palm. “Like this, perhaps,” and she tilted her hand along one naked shoulder and then the other so that the oil ran down in rivulets. Those she spread first over the pulse point in the hollow of the other’s throat, and then, with the tip of a finger, around the curves of her breasts above the water.


    The Amazon drew deeper breaths, and her nipples hardened into peaks, but her voice was cool and steady. “Have you considered the dangers? This battle has its wounds, like any other.”


    My Lady gave a low laugh and leaned closer. “I fear no battle of the senses.” One hand dipped low beneath the water, and lower. Her dark hair brushed along the other’s throat, and downward, until its ends traced ripples on the water’s surface and her tongue teased at the flesh rising above it.


    For all this show of confidence, her scent of rising arousal was tinged with nervousness. In all past matings she had seized her pleasures with never a loss of control, always holding greater goals in mind; this aura of uncertaity, of tremulous awe, was something new.


    The warrior tensed. Her body arched, then settled once more. With a long, shuddering sigh, she raised her head and leaned down to the exposed nape of my Lady’s neck, pressing her mouth to the soft skin there hard enough to force the other’s face more firmly against her own flesh. Low moans escaped her, and her hands clenched the basin’s rim so tightly that her knuckles whitened.


    But suddenly she loosed that grip, grasped a handful of the dark hair brushing over her, and pulled it forcefully backward.


    “Good,” she said brusquely, at my Queen’s gasp of fury at such handling. “Hold fast to your anger. It may serve you better than desire.” Her face was wet with sweat that owed nothing to the bath water.


    It was the first time I had ever seen my mistress speechless.


    “What if you kept on as you wished,” the other went on, “and received the same and more in return? What then? Do you imagine you could maintain mastery of body and mind while my hands and mouth and whole being showed you the depths of what you most crave? You do not know its power. The Goddess gives us this gift, and I would not profane it while a mere spoil of war.”


    Outrage restored my Lady’s voice. “Do you imagine, barbarian, that I would be such clay in your hands as to allow your escape?”


    “The danger,” said the other, her voice as harsh, “is not that I might escape, but that you might wish with all your being to escape with me. And if you did, and such a thing could be done, Goddess forgive me, I would take you.”


    The bitter scent of lust denied rose from both women, sharper even than their voices.


    Again my Queen, more woman now that ruler, searched for words. “You presume, barbarian,” she began, attempting her customary regal disdain. Then she paused. “For argument’s sake,” she said after a moment, “what then of my people? And yours, if my armies and Rome’s thought me in need of rescue?”


    The other said nothing. She could see as well as I the battle that my Lady fought within herself, and knew the outcome. “Yes, we must both think first of our lands and people,” she agreed at last. “And there is your great destiny to consider, of course, though nothing is ever as certain as one hopes.” Any hint of mockery faded quickly, and she went on, as though nothing of moment had passed between them, “Now let us but while away the time with tales of my home until you must return me to captivity.”


    The current of attraction between them did not fade, but each steeled herself against giving way to it. The Amazon told stories then, with my Lady’s assent, of how time moves erratically in the valleys of the Amazons, so that years there may be centuries elsewhere; of wars with savage tribes on the far side of the Euxine Sea, for glory and the sharpening of battle-skills; of great cataclysms toppling mountains into secret passes, and others that cleave new rifts through which the adventurous may pass, in search of more knowledge of the greater world than their scryers can provide. It was thus that their queen had come to be in the path of the Roman campaign, joining cause with Parthia against the spread of Roman domination.


    “But Antony’s empire,” my Queen broke in, “our empire, is to be one of alliance!”


    “For Egypt, perhaps, and for others ruled by Greek or Roman blood; and even then it is domination none the less. But let it go. Do what you may with your destiny. I have none left.”


    My mistress, her composure superficially restored, poured over her what hot water remained. “You have told me but little of your land itself. I would like to envision you there…”


    “Though I will be there no more,” the other finished bluntly. “I have no skill at such description, nor could I bear to try.” A chasm of sadness underlay her voice.


    Deep within I felt the urging of the Goddess. I came to the edge of the basin and leaned above it, watching the water as though small fish might lurk therein. To the lion-wraith looming beside me I paid no heed.


    “Mnemnet…if it please the Goddess…” I dipped my head lower until the dangling amulet rippled the water’s surface. “Be very still,” my Lady told her guest, “and conjure up a vision of that which you most wish to see.” Her hand rested on the Amazon’s broad shoulder as she bent above the water; though I did not lift my eyes, I knew by her scent that she was stirred anew. The other seemed to take no notice, except, perhaps, in what she chose to recall.


    The water began to shimmer, gold light resolving into blue. A world appeared, hazy at first, then clear; a vast sky above rocky peaks giving way to forested slopes and then to a broad, green valley. We looked down from heights where a torrent leapt from pool to descending pool over stone carved by wind and water into smooth and sensuous shapes.


    “These are my baths,” the Amazon murmured, “and there the bathers.” A pair of naked women emerged from the rainbow mist cast by the highest waterfall. Others appeared, some laughing in the spray, some perched above the flood on sun-warmed rocks, some striving and rolling together on beds of moss in mock combat where pleasure was the prize. All were lithe and strong, whether young, in mid-prime, or with weathered skin and silver in their hair.


    A face appeared close before us, gazing upward in devotion. Young, unclothed but for the mantle of unruly copper hair that flowed over her shoulders to brush across her breasts, she awaited the answer to an unheard plea.


    “Maija,” the captive queen said without expression. “She was wounded in the battle, but would not leave me until I bade them truss and carry her.” Her hands on the basin’s silver rim tightened and her bowed head obscured the vision. A single tear fell to spread ripples across the fading scene.


    All at once she erupted from the bath. “Lady, you must slay me or set me free!” Her dripping back was pressed against the wall. “Your soldiers watch without, but I will seize what chance I may. You have not the strength to hold me, and Mnemnet, I think, will not move against me.”


    I pressed against my startled mistress’ side, then sat and, unhurriedly, began to groom my spotted fur.


    “Wait!” My Lady knelt and grasped my collar. “Let me pray for another way! Though you are not of Egypt’s blood, perhaps, for the sake of your warrior spirit and the love your bonded creature bears you…” At that the shadow lioness surged forward and stared into my face. In impatience I tried to pull free, but found I could not move, could not close my eyes to the plea flowing from her through me to the Goddess.


    The air behind the kneeling Queen began to shimmer like ripples of heat rising from the noonday desert. Slowly a pillar of unearthly light took form.


    Most rarely did a deity revealed itself so distinctly. Sekhmet’s leonine visage loomed, light raying from her slanting eyes. Hands with extended claws reached out, one toward me and one toward the shadow-beast, gripping us, piercing us, shaking and releasing us, leaving my heart pounding in a rhythm that transmuted into words, though I could not tell in whose voice they came forth.


    “Two spirits…may be joined…in one flesh.”


    My Queen stared transfixed at the image of the Goddess reflected in my eyes. The Amazon, dazzled by the light, hid her face with an upraised arm. The vision faded slowly from my sight, but the chant went on as my Lady echoed the words, seeking for understanding. “Two spirits…in one flesh?”


    It was Lakri, the lion-wraith, who understood without a need for words. She leapt full-length upon her mistress and fell with her to the floor. In a mist suffused with flame we watched two spirits merge into one body; and, when the transformation was complete, it was the lion’s form, not the woman’s, that crouched before us.


    With a great roar she leapt to the window’s marble sill. Guards burst into the room, only to see her leap far out, over gardens and outbuildings and stunned soldiers; and then she was seen no more.


    •


    Our vision has run its course.


    “All is finished, Mnemnet,” she whispers. “I can do no more.” She looks toward the rustling basket. “Shall Egypt’s Queen be brought in chains before the jeering multitude? So much, at least, I can deny to Rome.”


    She steps toward the basket, lifts its cover, and slowly, languorously, withdraws one sinuous form as though it were a rope of precious pearls. To be still requires all my strength. When the serpent twines about her arm great shudders wrack my body.


    At her cry I leap. The serpent writhes, first on the stone floor and then in my jaws, but even as its bones crunch between my teeth I know it is too late.


    She is half-sitting now. Two tiny drops of blood gleam on her breast. I lick them away, wondering whether even now my jaws might tear out the poison, though it leave her maimed like the Amazons of legend; but it is too late.


    Her face is frozen, her lips unmoving, but her eyes, linked to mine, say clearly, “Take me to her, Mnemnet.”


    The Goddess is here, but she does not command. This I do by choice.


    I stretch my body over the one now growing cold. Heat fills me, flame consumes me, consumes us both; we flow and meld as molten gold.


    When the fire at last subsides, and the world takes form again, we are, as promised, two spirits in one flesh. My flesh.


    The Amazon and the lion wraith had but one body between them, but we have two. One must remain. The women burst into the room, wailing, tugging me from her lifeless form. I do not punish them.


    One leap takes me onto the window ledge. Her great city spreads beneath us for the last time. “Look well, Lady, and quickly,” I tell her, feeling her wounded spirit begin to stir. “There is far to go.”


    Far to go. Mountains to crest, plains to cross, prey to pursue, with the wind screaming past as I run; can she share the joy surging through my blood? A vision arises of a lioness coming forth to guide us, and then another vision, of a tawny woman beside a thundering torrent, entwined in fierce joy with the black-haired, smooth-skinned companion through whose eyes I gaze. Through whose body I feel.


    “Can it be, my Mnemnet,” her voice whispers within me, “that when two spirits share one form, that form need not always be the same?”


    A thought for the future. Now, it is my body poised in the high window, my muscles tightly coiled; and her spirit safe within.


    “Take us there, Mnemnet,” she says, with perfect trust; and we leap, far out, into the unknown land.


    •
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    Coffinmaker’s Love


    


    


    Alberto Yáñez


    


    


    Miss Lavinia Parrish was a young woman when she chose to apprentice herself to Mr Harid de Borba, a coffinmaker of great skill but odd repute. Though the two were acquainted prior to her request, Miss Parrish had not laid bare her heart to her new master, nor had she otherwise explained her particular reasons for undertaking a trade. Although considered unconventional for a gentlewoman of quality, Miss Parrish’s family money and connections bought her a fair amount of discretion from Mr de Borba. Moreover, Miss Parrish, it turned out, had some natural skill with her hands. And Mr de Borba was, it was quietly said (by those who would say such things), mad—and in all honesty, Lavinia Parrish never saw him (de Borba) do anything to disprove that allegation—but his eccentricity worked in her favor. Besides, he seemed harmless enough.


    Mr de Borba had a peculiar habit of talking to his materials that Miss Parrish found endearing: he exhorted the noble mahogany, the aromatic cedar, the simple pine, to plane straight and join true. Once, Miss Parrish had walked in on Mr de Borba carrying on an animated conversation with a bolt of white Oriental silk, explaining to the fabric that it was destined to cushion the rest of a lady of quality and so should do its best not to discolor or stain—even though, he allowed, that was an unlikely prospect, given its future purpose. Miss Parrish had walked into the workshop silently, had gone unnoticed by her master, and so she had walked back out just as quietly. Miss Parrish privately opined that what Mr de Borba did in his own atelier was his own concern and none of hers, save it were a direct lesson to herself.


    Such an understanding served both master and apprentice well.


    Lavinia came from a good family, as such things were judged in the society of the Silvered Country; her uncle was a baronet and her mother was the youngest daughter of a Peninsular grandee viscount. (Sadly, there was no longer even a courtesy title for Mrs Parrish, as her eldest half-sister had since inherited the peerage and become Vizcondesa de Pablo.) Lavinia’s father was a gentleman whose forefathers, while not noble, had possessed significant means and had not worked in four generations. Miss Parrish’s hands were small and neat and, once taught, quick-fingered and clever with small chisel and mallet. She was not ruddy, like her father, nor olive, like her mother, but a mild pale color, which tanned nicely in summer were she unwise with her parasols. Her hair was brown, and a touch too short.


    As she had not confided in them her true reasons for doing so, her parents did not understand their youngest daughter’s desire to become a tradeswoman, but at least Lavinia was quiet about it, for which they were grateful. Moreover, as Lavinia insisting on a trade likely spared them a proper dowry, and having three other daughters and a son to inherit the rest, Mr Parrish was not prepared to complain about his daughter’s odd ambitions.


    Mr and Mrs Parrish were disposed to feel a certain gratitude for (and hence, liberality with) Lavinia, most chiefly arising from the unusual circumstances of her birth. Lavinia had been born blue, unbreathing and already half-claimed by death. Only a clever nurse-midwife’s quick actions had saved the family from the heartbreak of stillborn happiness. As a result, Miss Lavinia Parrish was much indulged.


    Yet despite the doting, Lavinia did not imagine that her family would understand if she confessed her motivations all a plan to court a wife.


    When Lavinia was nearly six years old, her Welsh nanny, Miss Herriet ap Croutch, was very fond of taking her for air and exercise in the park at Plaza Grover, just two short and tony blocks away from the Parrish manor on the more fashionable side of Marqués Street. The children’s yard in the park was fenced with tall filigreed iron spikes, and only the governesses of the families who sponsored the park where allowed a key.


    Thus it came as a surprise to young Lavinia when early one morning when she had pestered Miss ap Croutch into taking her to the yard before any of the other governesses or the children would arrive (to see how high she could go on the swings), that she spied a young girl she did not recognize playing in the yard, no nanny in sight.


    The girl was olive (darker than Lavinia’s mother and thus near to tea brown), with black hair that glowed nearly blue, a proud aquiline nose, and a blue and white pinafore dress. A red boater and matching gloves, fine Isthmian straw and dyed kid, lay abandoned on the grass next to the slide.


    Lavinia noticed that the young girl attracted no one else’s attention, as Miss ap Croutch just smiled pleasantly in Lavinia’s direction and sat on one of the small curlicued iron benches on the far edge of the yard and pulled out one of the penny-books of sensational stories that she loved and never read to Lavinia. A pair of housemaids out on errands looked up from their gossip to smile at Lavinia as they passed by, but they did not acknowledge the strange girl who was skipping nearby, singing softly.


    Young Lavinia, however, found that she could not help but notice her. Indeed, swings forgotten, the young girl occupied the whole of Lavinia’s attention. Never had Lavinia felt such fascination; she could feel her heart thumping in her chest like a New Year’s drum. She walked up to the tall slide where the brown girl in her pinafore dress stood on the platform at the top of the slide’s ladder, her hands grasping the fanciful spiral guard rails on either side of her. The girl was readying herself to step across the platform and begin her descent down the long and wickedly steep slope.


    “You’re not scared, are you?” Lavinia asked from the ground, yelling politely.


    The brown girl started the tiniest bit, as if she had not expected to be noticed by anyone. She turned to face Lavinia, her right eyebrow perfectly arched above her sparkling dark eyes. The look on her oval face was of surprised—albeit polite—superiority. “No! Of course not. I’m just deciding how I want to slide. My dress, you see…although I’m surprised that you can.”


    Lavinia didn’t understand what the girl meant, but she nodded anyway. The girl was prettiest she had ever met, more than Lavinia’s sisters or even her mother. “If you’d like, I might slide down first to show you?”


    “Thank you,” the girl said, “but no. I can decide on my own. I always decide on my own.”


    “Are you certain?” Lavinia asked, wanting to keep the girl’s attention but not wanting to be obvious about it.


    “Yes. I don’t persuade easily.”


    “If you say so,” said Lavinia, affecting a sigh, “but please decide soon. I should like to slide, too.”


    “All right,” the girl said and faced the slope again. “I’ll be down in a moment.”


    In truth, Lavinia was prepared to wait as long as the girl liked if she could keep looking at her, but she thought it best not to say that.


    As if the girl could guess her thoughts, she frowned at Lavinia. “You’re being silly,” she said. “Stop looking at me! You’re not even supposed to see me!”


    Lavinia blushed a deep pink almost as ruddy as her father and sputtered, “I just want to see what you decide!”


    The girl gave her a weighing look that she could not read. Then with a graceful flounce of her skirt, she returned to the matter at hand, sat, and launched herself down the slide faster than Lavinia had seen anyone go. The girl’s laughter sounded like Cousin Tansy playing handbells at the holiday romps at their grandmother’s town house.


    Lavinia’s heart raced nearly as fast as the girl did down the steel slope of the slide. Lavinia ran to catch up as the girl sailed off the end of the slide and into the air, landing softly on her feet a few yards away. Lavinia had never seen anyone fly so far off the slide before.


    Being only nearly six years old, Lavinia Parrish didn’t know it then, but that was the moment when she first fell in love. Her small heart thumped faster as she approached the strange tea-brown girl in the blue and white pinafore dress.


    Lavinia started to congratulate the girl on her flight, but the girl just walked off over to the swings. “You shouldn’t go next on the slide,” she called over her shoulder. “I shouldn’t like you to feel bad about it later, since it shan’t be anyone’s fault. Come play on the swings with me, instead.”


    Puzzled, but happy to be invited, Lavinia skipped her way over.


    On the swings, they pushed off the earth and pumped the air as they raced and arced like joyful pendulums across the sky.


    In a moment of rest, collapsed on the soft grass next to the girl and looking only at the sky above, Lavinia quietly promised her that she would always be her friend. It was not quite what she meant, but she didn’t know how else to say what she was feeling. The girl sat up, her shadow falling across her face, silhouetted against the fathomless blue of the heavens. Giving Lavinia a look even more measuring than the one before, she replied that she would be Lavinia’s friend forever.


    It was not long before the other nannies showed up with their charges and the children’s yard was full with playing boys and girls. Although Lavinia had a few friends amongst them, they didn’t seem to notice her this morning, and she was too caught up in the thrill of the unknown girl’s company to care. The pair of them played on the swings and chased each other, although Lavinia was never able to actually catch the girl, and she took care to not catch Lavinia.


    Lavinia had forgotten the girl’s warning about the slide when she heard the scuffle across the yard. Pimm de Balsa-Merriweather had declared that none of the children were going to play on the slide that morning until he chose to let them. He often did such things, smiling charmingly to fool the governesses who all thought him darling and keep them to their gossip instead of wondering why their charges went silent when he approached. Pimm was capricious and mean and big for his age, and Lavinia did not much like him.


    Although Pimm had forbidden anyone else to play on the slide, he did not use it, either. Instead of keeping the joy of sliding down it his own personal delight, Pimm sat at the end of the slide and glared at any of the children who approached.


    But with the eventual defiance born of the knowledge that her much bigger and very protective brother was home on leave from his boarding school, Rose-Martha de Clare, a small but brave blonde girl who lived in a house across the square, decided to scramble up the ladder before Pimm could stop her. Pimm started bellowing from the moment Rose-Martha’s black patent shoes rang on the ladder’s rungs. Pimm jumped off the end of the slide and ran to the ladder, all as Rose-Martha laughed and climbed in her lace-trimmed lemon-sherbet dress, nimble as the trained monkey the peanut vendor over on High Street kept to delight passersby.


    From the safety of the top of the slide, Rose-Martha turned to jeer at red-faced Pimm below, knowing he could no longer stop her. All the children cheered her in excitement and hollered in dread as Pimm climbed the ladder after her.


    Laughing, and meaning to sit in order to propel herself down the slide to escape him, Rose-Martha instead caught her skirt on the curling spiral of the guard rail, and the change that the black iron snare made in her momentum was enough to cause her to stumble.


    Rose-Martha’s descent should have been a graceful thing, ending with the cheers of her friends and a triumph over Pimm. Instead, there was the sound of her yellow dress tearing as she fell headlong and angular down the steep slope; an abbreviated shriek of surprised terror as she fell, silenced with the first bounce against the steel; then a cruel thud as she struck the ground head-first, and a final soft wet snap that was audible in the silence spilling across the play yard like a wave of horror. It was two heartbeats before the screams began and the governesses finally looked up from their gossip, crochet needles, and books.


    Lavinia saw it happen, although she did not quite understand what it meant. She turned to the tea-brown girl in her pinafore dress to ask what they should do, but the girl was gone.


    It was fortunate that at that point Miss ap Croutch, having dropped her penny-dreadful on her bench and run across the full length of the yard at the sound of the screams, swept Lavinia up in her arms and engulfed her in as maternal an embrace as she had known.


    Quickly feeling to make sure that Lavinia was whole and unhurt, Miss ap Croutch took in the scene with a glance: all the children frightened and sobbing, including Pimm, Rose-Martha’s splayed body at the foot of the slide with her head and arms twisted in unnatural directions, and Miss Polly Waszko, the de Clare governess, walking with a bowed head and steps slow and reticent, as if by delaying she could avoid the reality of it. Miss ap Croutch shouted, “Get a doctor!” although she surely knew there would be no use.


    Later, whilst standing in the viewing queue with her parents at the service for the young Miss de Clare, Lavinia thought she caught a glimpse of the tea-brown girl. It seemed to her that the girl held out her red-gloved hand and trailed it along the small black lacquer coffin as she filed past the body. Sad and confused, Lavinia remembered then that the girl had shared something with her, some secret promise or clever thing that had made sense of the world, but she could not recall what it was. An enveloping sense of loss claimed her as her certainty fled, and, walking past the coffin, Lavinia cried.


    One morning several years later when Lavinia was six days away from turning fourteen, she woke up earlier than usual and came down to the warmth of the Mrs Begas’s kitchen.


    Lavinia was being sent to a new school—which was good, as she hadn’t liked her previous one. According to her father, it had been very well-regarded, but Lavinia found it dreary and the teachers cold. More importantly from Lavinia’s parents’ point of view, it was no longer the best place for the daughter of a good family due to a small scandal involving the headmistress and the mother of one of the students.


    The excitement (and, were she honest, the nervousness) of knowing that she would be starting at a new school had brought Lavinia down to get a glass of milk and some warm bread and jam from Mrs Begas. The rotund cook had welcomed Lavinia into her vast and floury domain ever since she was small, and so Lavinia sat in her usual spot out of the way. It was not something she could admit to her rank-conscious lady mother, but she enjoyed watching the way the staff brought the house to life. Lucy, the maid who tended the fireplaces and swept, sang quietly when she thought herself alone. Cervantes, the butler, was terribly serious upstairs in the presence of Mr and Mrs Parrish but had a silly sense of humor when downstairs or alone with Lavinia and her siblings.


    Well before the family awoke, the kitchen bustled. Lavinia enjoyed watching the deliveries come to the service door: the butcher’s boy bringing plucked hens and eggs, the milk girls coming around with their enameled blue jugs, and the baker’s son dropping off the standing order of morning loaves.


    Tick, the butcher’s boy, a tall freckled lad with light brown hair sticking out like straw around his ears from under his white cap, had put the brace of hens on the hook in the cold room and settled the bill with Mrs Begas, and now was quietly flirting with Lucy next to the hammered copper sink. It wasn’t a serious courtship yet, but last week Lavinia had overheard Lucy being teased by the staff for mooning over the boy.


    Since Tick was on his slow way out, the service door was still open, and through it, Lavinia could see a girl about her own age step up to the threshold.


    The girl was a dream, with cool-looking skin the color of Lavinia’s mother’s favorite porcelain cups and soot-black hair, with lips the pale pink of new summer roses, and a sharp up-turned nose like the illustrations of pixies in the storybooks Lavinia’s nanny had read her when she was ill. She was so striking that Lavinia sat up straight on her stool, bread and sweet quince jam forgotten. The stranger was the loveliest girl Lavinia had ever seen.


    Sometimes, when she was ill or only half-awake and lingering on the borders of sleep, Lavinia thought she remembered—as if in a dream—a beautiful tea-brown girl on a slide, and fancied that the girl was possessed of a secret that would make Lavinia content or wise. Sometimes she would recall imagining that she’d seen the tea-brown girl walking on a crowded street or passing by on the city tram, the lovely girl’s appearance changing over the years as she grew up. Seeing this girl now, all that sharp memory and ache flooded back, and Lavinia half-smiled at the melancholy hurt; she weighed the beauty of it against this present moment. She could not decide if this girl was lovelier or not than those misty fancies. One of the two most lovely, then.


    The girl did not knock or hesitate but stepped in with a confidence that denied the possibility of refusal, her bearing even more regal than that of Lavinia’s grandmother, the Dowager Viscountess. Whether she was a shop girl sent on errand or a likely girl hoping for a maid’s position, Lavinia did not care. Seeing the girl standing there in her simple calico frock, Lavinia just wanted to watch her, and perhaps talk to her if she could summon courage enough.


    No one else turned to look at the strange girl as she walked in, although the conversation and bustle faltered and then resumed with anxious strength. Yet no one said anything at all as she crossed the grey slate floor of the kitchen and approached the sink, where Tick and Lucy stood murmuring and blushing at one another.


    Lavinia saw Mrs Begas look up as the girl walked past the great kitchen table where she sat planning the week’s menu. Mrs Begas frowned distractedly, as if merely remembering that the cheesemonger had forgotten to include the sharp bleu with her order and that she would need to send an errand boy to pick it up; she gave no sign that she saw the strange pale girl.


    The girl stopped next to Tick, whose shy banter with Lucy had fallen silent. Lucy blushed furiously enough that it showed even with her copper-brown skin and didn’t look up from the pot she had been drying for the last five minutes. Thus Lucy missed it when the pale girl leaned forward and kissed Tick on the cheek gently, like a mother might kiss her babe. Tick gave no notice to the girl’s presence, but Lavinia saw him shudder as if suddenly cold, and then Tick rubbed his chest and left arm absentmindedly, as if they ached like a trick knee in bad weather.


    Kiss given, and still seeming invisible to everyone else in the kitchen, the girl turned around and glanced at Lavinia, who had not moved from her stool in the corner. The girl’s dark eyes were sad, and Lavinia could not tell what color they might be, but they reminded Lavinia of a sparkling-eyed girl in the pinafore dress. The girl gave Lavinia a half-smile that seemed both bitter and sweet, like almond honey and regret, and walked out of the kitchen without a word.


    Lavinia rose from her seat but hadn’t taken more than one faltering step toward the door when she heard a clanging crash across the kitchen. She jumped and swiveled to see Tick clutching his chest on the slate floor with specks of foam on his lips. Lucy knelt next to him, the copper pot she been drying having bounced and landed behind her.


    Lavinia could see that Tick wasn’t breathing; Lucy started to wail, a thin keening sound like all her new hopes boiling away in a kettle of despair.


    Lavinia ran to the door, wanting to find the girl, to demand to know what she had done, to kiss her, to ask whom she was, to know what happened, to know her name.


    She wasn’t there.


    For a moment then Lavinia knew, knew it as well as she knew her own name and her own secrets, that the girl had been real, even if no one else had seen her.


    Stepping back inside, that knowledge quietly dissipated like the truth of dreams lost in morning light, and Lavinia felt a sick pit of dread open up in her belly. Everything seemed flimsy around her. She struggled to take in the scene again, the loss making her uneasy and uncertain. She met Mrs Begas’s grim eyes from across the gulf that had opened up in her kitchen.


    “I’ll go wake Father,” Lavinia said.


    From where she stood, Lavinia could see that the coffin was simple but poorly-stained pine. Tick’s family didn’t have much money and probably saw no reason to waste the collection taken up for them on something that would moulder in the ground and bring no comfort to the living come winter.


    It wouldn’t have been appropriate for a girl of Lavinia’s station to attend the funeral for a butcher’s boy (or so she knew her mother would have said, had she dared mention it to her), so she watched from across the street as the mourners walked in a solemn cortège out of the little stone chapel on St Thelmus Street.


    At the end of the short stream of family, butchers, and shop folk, a pale girl walked in a calico dress, her dark hair uncovered. She saw Lavinia and slowed her pace. Lavinia dashed over to walk beside her.


    “It was a sad service,” the girl said as Lavinia joined her, before Lavinia could launch into her ten thousand questions. “Tick’s mother was so confused and crying, and his father was silent and hurt. Tick’s uncle died the same way, when Tick was a baby. A weak heart.”


    Lavinia’s questions dried up, and so she just nodded and walked alongside the girl.


    “There weren’t many flowers, and the coffin was just a simple box and not very well made.” The girl glanced at Lavinia then, sidewise and blue. “I would have thought that they’d use a little more care to see him off. It’s important to show respect.”


    Lavinia nodded again. She still wasn’t sure what would be the right thing to say, to ask.


    As they reached an intersection, the bells of the little church tolled behind them. Lavinia turned, surprised by the carillon. She was moved by the beautiful and unexpected tribute for the dead boy.


    At her side, the porcelain-pale girl said, “I should go. I have other places I’m wanted. Goodbye for now, Miss Parrish.”


    Startled, Lavinia whirled back to the girl, an arm flung out to hold her from leaving, but she was gone. Lavinia searched up and down both streets for several blocks before she thought to wonder that the girl knew her name.


    A little time after that, Lavinia forgot what she was looking for, and who it had been that had known her name. A trifle puzzled, she went home.


    As a young woman, grown out of the awkwardness of adolescence and having filled out, Lavinia found her health, although mostly quite good, grow unexpectedly precarious. When she was seventeen, she contracted scarlet fever at boarding school in Brasyl, and she came closer to death than anyone truly realized. Delirious, she babbled to the physician and the matron that she had seen the pale girl many times in the edges of crowds and from across busy streets, but that the girl would never speak with Lavinia again and always disappeared before she could reach her. Believing Lavinia to be especially ill and in want of rest (as she remembered nothing of this confession once her fever broke), she was sent back to the family home.


    It was then that Sister Marival del Kurosawa was hired to instruct her, since Lavinia had insisted on receiving as good an education as her brother, and she would need special tutoring in order to secure a place at the Royal University.


    The scholar-nun was sharp, and brisk, and cold. She was never mean, and never treated Lavinia with anything less than a full measure of dignified seriousness and respect should Lavinia undertake the effort to learn, but she did not coddle her.


    Being a gentlewoman of quality, and having been much accustomed to getting her way as the baby of the family, Lavinia found that she alternately loved and despaired of Sister Marival’s methods. Mrs Parrish, of course, felt that too much education was not quite the thing to do with a girl child, but Mr Parrish, ever-doting, was amused by Lavinia’s insistence, as was the rest of the family.


    It was during this same time that Lavinia’s father’s father, old Reginaldo Lann Parrish, also came to stay with the his son’s family. Old Reginaldo had been the spoiled grandson of the self-made Juan Diego Dormouth Parrish, an unrepentant robber baron who had made the original Parrish wealth in coal and railroads crisscrossing the windswept pampas and investing in the new mechanical inventions coming out of the New Wales colony in Puerto Madryn. Although Reginaldo’s father had been embarrassed by the newness of the family money, Reginaldo Lann himself had never known anything else, and it showed.


    Widowed for a second time recently, and willful forever, Reginaldo, upon learning that Lavinia would be at home for at least a term, declared that he was leaving his estate in the north to come to the capital and spend time with his favorite granddaughter. Besides, he had been ill, and his physician demanded that he see a specialist in the city.


    Upon learning what her father-in-law intended, Mrs Parrish had informed her family that it was past time that she took Lavinia’s sisters on a grand tour of the great cities of the continent, and so with a farewell kiss on her forehead she had bade Lavinia goodbye, with plans to delay her return until Reginaldo Lann Parrish went back to his own estates.


    Thus abandoned by her health and her mother, Lavinia learned to endure—and even like—both her lessons and her grandfather. (Truth to tell, Lavinia adored her grandfather and that he doted on her so outrageously. It drove her sisters batty, but they had their mother’s favor, so Lavinia felt it only fair.)


    Later, when Lavinia’s health had improved sufficiently that she could go out on her own, Sister Marival assigned her work that required Lavinia to visit the city’s libraries, or on occasion, the Royal University, where her brother had studied and she aspired to as well.


    Returning one late summer day from an excursion to the main library and wondering how she would adapt to pursuing her studies at the University, Lavinia saw the woman that she knew she would marry. The woman had left the library about the same time as she had and was walking a few paces ahead, looking back occasionally. The woman was tall and looked to be exactly Lavinia’s own age, and she had dark skin the color of the fertile earth loved by the farmers in the river valleys in the northeast of the country. Her hair was a black nimbus of tight curls, and she had high cheekbones, a pointed chin, and a broad nose above wide, thick lips that made Lavinia blush to admit she wished to kiss. The young woman’s dark eyes sparkled whenever she glanced back, and Lavinia was certain that she was the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen. That thought made her pause for a moment, and consider. The memories of two other pairs of eyes flashed and then receded in a wave of earnest childhood longing, but she thought the woman most lovely.


    The young woman was dressed in a University student’s robe, which gave Lavinia, as a prospective student, a plausible excuse to approach her. As they walked separately but on the same path, Lavinia noticed that other walkers on the banquettes and streets simply maneuvered around the space the ebon beauty inhabited without acknowledging her.


    That bothered Lavinia, but she was not certain why, so she pushed the thought away without further examination. She wanted to speak to the young woman, and if the woman spoke back to her, Lavinia felt, outrageous though it be, that she might even propose.


    Lavinia quickened her step, but the young woman in the scholar’s gown remained ahead of her by the same margin as before. Running, Lavinia was sure, would help neither her nor her plight. The beautiful young woman tossed a look over her shoulder at Lavinia when she thought that, and winked. That was when Lavinia knew that the woman would not be caught unless she decided that she wanted to be.


    Lavinia laughed out loud, and at the sound the dark woman paused her march and kindly stopped, waiting for Lavinia to catch up.


    With a smile on her face, Lavinia said, “Hello, I’m Lavinia Parrish, and you are the most beautiful woman in the world.” Lavinia hadn’t quite meant to say that second part out loud, but the truth of it escaped past her lips, and she smiled as she found that she didn’t mind that it had done so.


    The woman arched her right eyebrow at Lavinia, and a mostly-suppressed smirk of amusement quirked her lips.


    “Yes, I know who you are,” she said. “We’ve met before.”


    The beautiful young black woman started to walk forward again, while Lavinia puzzled over what she had said. Surely not—Lavinia would have remembered meeting such a beautiful girl. Lavinia remembered every beautiful girl she had ever met: all the lovely lights of the capital society scene and the years of boarding school crushes.


    Realizing that the young woman was going on without her, Lavinia bounded after. “But I would recall that!”


    “If you say so, Miss Parrish.”


    “I do! We haven’t met here or at the Museum of Natural Histories, have we, my lady? Seeing you now, I must admit that I was emboldened to approach because I saw your scholar’s robe… I wish to study at the University, too.”


    “That’s a very noble thing, Miss Parrish. I commend you.” The strange woman smiled. It was a small, half-secret smile that hinted at private approval and a vast but encouraging amusement.


    Lavinia flushed, and went on before she grew tongue-tied. “I insisted that my father allow me the same education that my brother received. My sisters think me silly, and my mother despairs of me ever making a match, but I insist upon it.”


    “I can see that you are a very persistent woman, Miss Parrish. That’s a very fine quality.” The dark beauty paused her step and met Lavinia’s eyes for a dizzying moment. “I would never make a match with someone who wasn’t prepared to persist.”


    “I…”


    “Yes?” Another half-secret smile ghosted across the berry-dark lips.


    Groaning inwardly but assailing another gambit, Lavinia said, “I persist, then, in ignorance, my lady—for I cannot say that I recall our prior acquaintance.”


    “’Tis great pity, then, Miss Parrish, for I recall it vividly.” The strange woman went onward, leaving Lavinia a small, awkward craft in her magnificent wake.


    Stunned again but determined, Lavinia embraced the challenge presented by this beautiful stranger who claimed to know her, and caught up with her. “Surely, my lady, I should then be able to recall it as vividly? Have you changed your fine attire so very much since first we met?”


    “Is not a lady permitted to change her style to keep with fashion?” the woman asked as they walked. “Do you not do so yourself?” Giving Lavinia a sidelong look that gleamed with open humor, she added, “Just so, me.”


    “My lady, I am certain I would recognize you in whatever style you adopted. Your beauty and your intelligence,” she said, sweeping a hand to gesture at the woman’s University robe, “would shine forth no matter what.”


    “I would certainly like to believe that, Miss Parrish, but I do not. You have not recognized me, and I would hazard that you do not even know my name despite our meeting twice before.”


    Not daring to let herself be flummoxed by the young woman’s continued claim of prior acquaintance, Lavinia imitated her brother Miguel at his most rakish and retorted, “Oh, indeed, my lady? Then let us put that to the hazard. I will tell you your name…”


    “I suspect a ploy, Miss Parrish.”


    “…provided that there is a forfeit when I do, for your lack of faith in me.”


    “And what forfeit might you claim, miss?”


    “A kiss, of course, my lady,” Lavinia said before a lifetime of propriety and deportment lessons could naysay her. “I believe that is the forfeit currently in fashion. And must not a lady keep with fashion?”


    With a laugh of genuine delight, the dark woman nodded her assent.


    “And you say we have met twice before today?”


    “Yes, Miss Parrish, we have.”


    “But you kept a different style then.”


    “Oh, yes. Radically.”


    “Radically?”


    “Quite.”


    “Hm. Might I have a hint?”


    “I suppose that you might. Very well: each time we have met, it might have felt to you as if it were the first time you saw me,” said the beautiful woman. And then, softly, as if murmuring to herself in curious wonder, she added, “To tell you truly, I don’t understand how you saw me to begin with.”


    Entranced by the woman’s graceful profile, Lavinia caught only the first statement. “My lady, every time I look at you, I feel it is the first I see you.”


    “Flatterer.”


    Lavinia smiled, and sallied another question. “Might we have met at a ball? Perhaps when my cousin, Tansy, had her debut last year?”


    “No, not then.”


    “Would it be unfair to know when we might have met, my lady?”


    “Yes, Miss Parrish, it would be. But you do have such a charming smile that I shall tell you regardless: we met when you were a little girl, and then again before you went off to school.”


    Lavinia could not imagine that the young woman walking next to her would have made a less striking or lovely figure at any other age, and although there were quite a few girls of her complexion among their social class, Lavinia recognized none of their faces in the young woman’s. The woman’s beauty was on a level beyond most mortals, but in addition to her looks, the sense of her amusement was singular. It felt worldly but not unkind, and Lavinia felt herself both newborn and a woman-grown in the strange beauty’s presence.


    “I’m sorry, my lady,” she said, “but regardless of the style you might have kept before, I know that I do not recognize your face.”


    “Ah. I suppose that I must tell you, Miss Parrish, that perhaps you might not recognize my face, but rather my office. We met whilst I was in the course of my duties.”


    Lavinia grew more puzzled; had this beautiful creature just admitted to working?


    The young woman stopped walking and faced Lavinia directly with a look of annoyed amusement. “It’s honest work, Miss Parrish, and important, and I am remarkably good at it.”


    Lavinia had the grace to blush.


    “But you were at work when we were children?” Lavinia asked, concerned for the young woman’s sake (and, although she didn’t like to admit it, her own station).


    “I said when you were a little girl, Miss Parrish. I never said anything about me,” came the woman’s arch reply.


    “But my lady! We’re the same age! Aren’t we?”


    “Oh, Miss Parrish,” the woman sighed. “I thought you knew better than to ask on another lady’s age.”


    Confused and with a little regard for them both, Lavinia exclaimed, “You will be the death of me!”


    “Brava, Miss Parrish!” the strange woman said, eyes sparkling with real pleasure. “That’s exactly right.”


    It was then that Lavinia Parrish understood what the woman meant and realized that she had met her before, a tea-brown girl in a pinafore dress and a pale girl with rose-pink lips, and when. Her health still delicate, Lavinia did the only thing she could do, and swooned.


    Surprised, Death caught Lavinia in her arms.


    When she came to, awoken by the sound of pained coughing, Lavinia was lying on the violet leather chaise longue in her father’s study. Her grandfather sat next to the window in the club chair opposite her, reading a book of natural philosophy entitled “Sobre la muerte y otros misterios” in the late afternoon light, with a glass of fine Mendoza red in one hand. A blood-spotted handkerchief lay in his lap.


    It was not the most auspicious awakening.


    “How do you feel? Gave the cook a hot buggery shock when that girl of yours showed up at the service door, carrying you like a sack of potatoes.” Reginaldo Lann paused, taking a sip of his wine, then added approvingly, “Sturdy lass, that one. Good hips.”


    “Grandfather… I—”


    “Oh, no need to be coy about it. Your Great-aunt Virginia was the same way, and she was my favorite sister. She had herself a lady from Santiago, Susana; they were together until Virginia died. If I’ve learned anything from my sister about loving women, it’s that you should seize joy with both hands, and if she lets you get a leg over, so much the better.” Reginaldo Lann coughed and took another sip of wine. “Your miss is a beauty, and a University girl, at that. You could do worse.”


    Lavinia still felt muzzy from swooning like an idiot, but the sense of her grandfather’s words penetrated the fog like sunshine. “You saw her?”


    “Of course I did. Who wouldn’t notice a fine girl like that?” His Northern accent made two syllables of girl: gar-rul, but the glint of frank admiration in his blue eyes made Lavinia blush. “Huh. Now I think on it, Mrs Begas was rather shocked when I pointed her out. I don’t know why she’d be upset, seeing such a fine girl. Ye’d think that Mrs Begas wasn’t just as black as she is, the way she blanched.”


    Lavinia didn’t know what to make of it. She was certain that the young woman was Death. She thought she should have been afraid; she wasn’t, she was sure of it.


    She was also certain that she still felt like marrying her.


    Her mother would not approve of Lavinia marrying another girl (such things were not unheard of, but were only done quietly, as they still could be a nine-days scandal if not done right), much less marrying someone who worked for a living. Lavinia guessed that Death’s actual rank would please her mother. How would the precedence work out, anyway?


    Lavinia realized that her grandfather was still talking and focused her attention back on the conversation at hand.


    “—and she said that she’d call this evening. Something about unfinished business.”


    “Oh.”


    “Don’t look so glum, granddaughter, she said she was sorry that she couldn’t stay to see you awake.”


    “I…did she say anything else, sir?”


    “Aye. She mentioned that she owes you a forfeit.”


    Later that evening, Lavinia waited in the garden for Death to arrive. After the sun set, she did not keep Lavinia waiting long.


    This time, Death kept the lovely dark face Lavinia had last seen her wear, but she had donned a rosy evening dress that any woman of Lavinia’s class with good taste might choose. Lavinia’s sisters would have approved and discreetly inquired after her dressmaker.


    Lavinia went to the wrought iron gate herself to let Death in and then sat with her on the new small bench (a love seat, the gardener called it) by the rose arbor.


    “You promised to be my friend,” Lavinia started.


    “I did. I am. Forever.”


    “But you killed Rose-Martha de Clare, and that boy that Lucy liked, what was his name—”


    “Tick.”


    “Yes, that’s right. And Grandfather said you had unfinished business tonight, so I suppose that now you’re here to kill me.” Lavinia was proud that she sounded so calm. Her hands were cold and she could feel sweat beading on the small of her back.


    “No, Miss Parrish, I am not here for you tonight, and I do not kill anyone. I am simply there when they must die. I’m there for everyone, whether they go in glory, or alone. I am always there, and like a dear but difficult friend, I might not always be welcome, but I am always dependable. And,” she added with the sly look a person might give a longtime companion whose foibles amused, “it’s a living.”


    Lavinia winced.


    “Too sharp, Miss Parrish?” she asked.


    “Perhaps,” Lavinia admitted.


    There was a long moment of quiet where all Lavinia did was look at her hands. She had questions, but she knew that the answers didn’t matter. She realized she had already made the decision a long time ago when she was a little girl. That child’s foolish fancies seemed so bright and small to her now, with her heart beating staccato rhythms in her chest and passion running in her veins. She had thought herself unafraid before, but now she understood that she had been mistaken. Lavinia took a breath and screwed her courage up.


    “Being who you are,” Lavinia said, “I think it likely that you know my heart.”


    “Being who you are,” Death said, “the contents of your heart are written on your face. But yes, I do.”


    “And if I were to ask the question?”


    “I should prefer that you not.”


    “Oh.”


    “A lady must be wooed, miss.”


    “Oh!”


    “Also, I must inform you, Miss Parrish, that I am here for duty tonight, as well as this conversation.”


    Lavinia grew still. “If not for me, then who?”


    Death gave Lavinia a steady look, not unlike the one Sister Marival gave her when she was being dense about an obvious subject.


    “Grandfather,” Lavinia said in one exhaled rush. The old man had done his best to ignore it, but he hadn’t been well since his wife had died. “No.”


    “There is no question,” Death said. “Nor am I asking for permission. This is my office, Miss Parrish, and if you would be my suitor, you should know that one day I will be there for everyone you have ever known and everyone you have ever loved. Everyone, my dear friend.”


    “Can you give him more time? He liked you.”


    A pained expression flickered across Death’s dark face. “No, I don’t have that power. I am Death, Miss Parrish, not Fate, and not God.”


    “Can’t you ask them? For me?”


    “Oh, my dear Lavinia, I’ve never met either. In all honesty, I am not sure I believe in them.”


    To this, then, Lavinia had no reply.


    Death took her hand then and held it until the sky turned black and starry. Then she stood and walked toward the manor. Lavinia stayed in the garden. No door could deny Death, and the scent of late-blooming roses was a comfort.


    The mortuary instructions left by Mr Reginaldo Lann Parrish were precise and detailed, and they most prominently involved securing a coffin from a certain Mr de Borba that had been made to particular and exacting specifications, setting the old man adrift in said coffin on a funeral boat on his favorite lake on his summer estate in Patagonia, and then having his favorite grandchild set it ablaze with a flaming arrow shot from the shore. Lavinia had less than a week to practice her archery.


    It was during that week that Lavinia met Mr de Borba, as Lavinia’s father being overcome by grief, her brother Miguel in London on business, and her mother and sisters still abroad and only arriving back from Bogotá in time for the funeral, it fell to Lavinia to attend to the few details that required the family touch.


    Seeing how comfortable Mr de Borba was with death, Lavinia felt an odd kinship with him, and in the month after the funeral (where Lavinia had caught sight of Death, in solemn mourning dress standing quietly amongst villagers from her grandfather’s estate, and been so startled that her bowshot had almost gone wide, but the pyre had been well-doused with kerosene and caught easily despite the arrow striking near the edge of the boat), Lavinia approached him about apprenticing.


    Thankfully, any lingering effects from the scarlet fever had vanished following the conversation with Death in the garden, so Lavinia was able to start learning her new craft soon after.


    It took years, of course, to not only simply acquire the skills but to improve beyond the point of common mastery and into true artistry. Meanwhile, Lavinia saw her beloved as she always had: on the periphery of her life, and occasionally in person. She kept each and every memory of her, vouchsafed against loss now that she had her own understanding with Death.


    Meanwhile, each coffin that she helped to make taught Lavinia a bit more about her craft, and just as surely, a bit more about people. Each taught her about herself, and what it meant to be mortal and to love.


    Two years into her courtship and her apprenticeship, Mr de Borba allowed Lavinia to design a coffin and make it completely on her own. It was a simple affair: stained ash heartwood, copper nails, and demure muslin linings. It was ordered for a young girl of the petite bourgeoisie who had drowned in the Plata, whose family had the taste to avoid parvenu ostentation and choose instead elegant and affordable simplicity.


    It was a lullaby set in a minor key, dressed in wood and mourning.


    When Lavinia proudly mentioned the accomplishment to her mother, Mrs Parrish (who by then had grown somewhat accustomed to the eccentricities of her youngest daughter) had pursed her lips in thought as she imagined the coffin and then complimented Lavinia’s taste.


    Lavinia knew that Death went to every funeral, touched every casket or urn, stood by every pyre or shallow grave. She visited each person who would die, and paid her respects after. So Lavinia knew that Death would see her work, and Lavinia knew in her heart that Death would know that it was hers.


    And so the coffin was a love letter to her beloved.


    Soon after that burial, gowned in funeral black, Death paid Lavinia a visit, and they made love for the first time.


    More years passed, and the coffin love letters grew more elaborate and accomplished. Each one occasioned a visit from Death, which made Lavinia happy.


    Each time, they had the same conversation, which made Lavinia sad:


    “Being who you are, my love,” she said, “I know that you know my heart.”


    “Being who you are, my dear,” Death replied, “you know that I do.”


    “And if I were to ask the question?”


    “I should prefer that you not.”


    “Oh.”


    “A lady must be wooed, my love.”


    This went on for many more long years, and never did Lavinia point out that she, too, was a lady. When Lavinia made the coffin for her father, and later, for her mother, Death came, wordless and gentle, and they did not speak, but instead Death held her in her arms as she cried.


    Years passed, and slowly everyone Lavinia had known, and everyone she had loved, died. Lavinia’s hands grew rough from work and her face soft from age. Her hair greyed and, as a courtesy, so did Death’s. Each time a loved one died, they had the same conversation, and Lavinia’s questions did not change, and neither did Death’s replies.


    Then it came time to make her own coffin: her marriage bed, she still hoped.


    Lavinia Parrish chose mountain walnut for the wood, out of love of its color and the feel of it under her crooked fingers. She planed and sanded it right; it would require no varnish at all for the wood to shine.


    She thought her beloved would like that.


    She used no nails, either. Instead, Lavinia used full-blind dovetails to join the planks. She wanted a simple coffin; the frame one theme, one long conversation in the intimate night. As she worked, back bent, she remembered her master and whispered love songs and poetry to the wood. She was sure that it listened attentively.


    For the lining she chose bleached raw silk, backed with cotton batting imported from plantations across the sea. Lavinia told it good-humored bawdy stories that she had read from books with falsely modest covers and thought that her beloved would appreciate the laughter.


    Lavinia used small, sharp, aged bronze tacks to attach the upholstery inside. She thought that Death would like their quiet elegance more than the bright shine of brass. To them she murmured simple accounts of the pain of love and distance, and the mixed joy of wanting. She pricked her fingers with each one, the red tears of life welling up and staining each with her bittersweet memories.


    Death would appreciate the truth of such things, and more: Lavinia did.


    The hinges were bronze, too. Lavinia had them made especial for the coffin-bed. Stories of marital joy were what she shared with them, of couples who loved each other more after lifetimes spent together, couples that partnered and danced in their happiness even if their mortal frames no longer held them up quite straight because of palsy and quake.


    When it was complete, Lavinia’s coffin was beautiful, and she was glad, as she knew that her time was very short.


    She waited patiently for Death in the gathered dusk of her last evening, a lifetime of memories and hopes held softly in her heart, like soft hands holding a newborn, or cradling a moribund lover.


    When Death arrived, Lavinia knew that she had finally come for her. She had always claimed to read the contents of Lavinia’s heart on her face, but after a lifetime, Lavinia could read hers, too.


    Death opened her mouth to speak, but Lavinia raised a hand to forestall her, and spoke the words:


    “Being who you are, my love,” she said, “I know that you know my heart.”


    “Being who you are, my dear,” Death replied, tears falling, “you know that I do.”


    “And if I were to ask the question?”


    “I would answer ‘yes.’ ”


    “Oh!”


    “A lady must be wooed, my love, and you have.”


    •
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    It’s three in the morning when I find Spark’s body. I’ve come into the store early to perform some extra work while my boss is asleep. I know there’s something wrong when the door isn’t locked and the fan’s on. I smell it before I see it, a putrid smell I can’t put into words. I walk behind the counter, and that’s when I see him, on his back, staring up at the ceiling, a pool of congealed blood surrounding his body, soaking into the dusty wooden planks that serve as the floor. He must have been like that for a good few hours, because the rats are already there, licking at the sticky red puddle. If you’re not actively working in K block, the entropy envelops you, devours you. Food, as in meat, as in anyone not strong enough to fend them off, is eaten by the rats. Between the planks, I can just about make out the cable and light store below ours, a dark red puddle staining their counter. Mr. Wu won’t be happy tomorrow morning.


    The cops say it was a robbery gone wrong. The till’s empty, but it doesn’t add up. Not that they see it that way. As far as they’re concerned, everything adds up just fine, all neat and tidy like columns in a spreadsheet, and they move on to their next case, save for a single cop guarding Spark’s door for a few hours. All they’re good for is targets. While I answer their mundane questions—Did I see anyone looking suspicious? Did I know anyone who might have a grudge against Spark?—my transponder’s wirelessly interfacing with theirs, silently cloning their badges, copying their private keys to my personal stash. It’s a dangerous move, sure, but worth it for the access it grants me.


    I’m not saying I know better than them. Maybe I just care about Spark a whole lot more than they do. It just doesn’t sit right with me. There are plenty of stores in the area, most more profitable than ours. Bright, loud arcades, full of electromechanical gambling machines that must have a good few hundred coins in each of them. Off-licenses. Hell, even the dentist next door probably has more in his cash register than we did.


    So I decide to do a little research of my own. My boss, David, calls it denial. Trying to get my dead co-worker back. But it’s not like that. We were friends, sure. That’s why he talked to me. Why he told me he was onto something. And those crazy eyes of his, back when they had been alive and animated, had told me he believed what he was saying. He was building something. Something he believed was important. David, being the sentimental type, gives me the day off—without pay, natch—and I pay Spark’s place a little visit.


    Although we both work—worked—topside, where the rain’s thick and during the day you can occasionally even glimpse sunlight, we don’t—didn’t—make anywhere near enough money to live there. Spark’s apartment’s deep in the bowels of K block, like mine, beneath all the stores you feel reasonably safe in without a weapon. Where the constant onslaught of rain is replaced by drips running down walls made of decaying wood, rusting iron, and concrete. Where the only light is provided by fluoros hanging limply from the thick braids of cables that people use to syphon electricity off of one another, swaying as people walk hurriedly along the planks of wood that serve as the floor above.


    Back when it was built, K block was all concrete, high ceilings. But such luxury soon gave way to economy. Nothing so wasteful could last very long in a microcosm of pure supply and demand, and space was so very much in demand. The first squatters retrofitted iron skeletons like climbing frames on every floor, filling them with wooden planks. Now the whole thing’s layered like a rotting cake. Twice as many floors, each half the height. Then they went out onto the roof, and they built up.


    The bowels live up to their name. Maintenance pipes scattered throughout seep raw sewage into thoughtfully placed buckets or, worse, puddles with the optional plank of wood providing a handy gangway. There’s so much steam coming out of the tiny factories and kitchens that in some parts, you can’t see further ahead than two or three people. You have to rely on your memory to guide you. It would be enough to make you faint, but you wouldn’t find a clean surface to faint on.


    It doesn’t really have an outside so much as endless corridors, and if you want to get home, you have to hope the stores between these corridors and your apartment are all open, although of course they always are, workers pairing up to alternate twelve hour shifts. If you’re lucky, you can afford to fortify your ceiling with tarpaulin, somewhere between your neighbor’s floor above you and your light. Spark was into tech enough to concentrate the little money he had into buying whatever he needed to keep his workbench going, so at least it’ll be reasonably dry there.


    There’s a cop guarding Spark’s door, trying his best not to show how uncomfortable he is in his uniform. The door to Spark’s place isn’t in a corridor so much as the back of a noodle bar, just a meter or so away from the open fire of the kitchen stove, but the graying, weathered looking chef dutifully ignores us as he fries his product. My stomach grumbles, awakened by the aroma of fresh food, but I can’t eat right now.


    I get into character, putting on my well-practiced look of routine boredom. The cop’s transponder makes a friendly electronic chirp, signifying that someone with the correct privileges is in proximity. As far as it’s concerned, I’m Lieutenant Emily Long. It flashes up her badge number on its miniature Nixie tubes. I hope he doesn’t look down at it. He presumably works with the real Emily Long. It’s a hell of a risk, trying to pass for a cop without a uniform. I stay calm, focus on my breathing, and walk up to the door as if I have every right to be there. But already his eyes are on me, looking me up and down, studying my giveaway K block native clothes. He looks down at his transponder, at his co-worker’s badge number.


    “Listen,” he says, reading the number, “I don’t know who you are, lady—” but by the time he looks back up, I’m already gone.


    From behind, I reach around his neck with my arm, trying not to let his flailing arms unnerve me, squeezing just enough to make him pass out for a few minutes. It’s over quickly. “And you never will.”


    The chef focuses intently on his craft as I slip into Spark’s apartment, leaving the cop in a heap on the floor, too heavy to drag inside.


    Spark’s apartment stinks more than most I’ve visited. I tug on the piece of string hanging from the bare bulb in the center of the ceiling, and the place lights up. The few dishes he owned are all piled up in the washing up bowl, waiting to be taken to the nearest public tap and scrubbed clean. I half expect a rat to crawl out of the pile of circuit boards and cables lining the floor. Even by K block standards, Spark didn’t really seem to believe in furniture. Not a second chair or coffee table at any rate. He wasn’t the social type. Didn’t entertain houseguests much. He was a worker, like me. Driven by this sick compulsion to always make things, to always take things apart, to fix them, to make them more efficient, or simply to understand how they work, until you fall asleep at your workbench at sunrise. Sunrise. You’d be hard pressed to remember what that was after a few days down here.


    His place isn’t really an apartment, it’s a workshop which happens to have a microwave, kettle and washing up bowl. A lone shelf holds a cassette deck, but no actual tapes. There’s a dustless gap where presumably tapes were until recently. Odd, I never had him pegged for much of a music fan.


    A wooden ladder leads up to the top bunk of what must have once been a bunk bed, although now it’s little more than a few planks of wood with a mattress, pillow and faded cotton duvet on it, looming over what would have been the bottom bunk, the centerpiece of the tiny room, his workbench. A door the other side of the room unfolds to reveal a toilet. On those rare occasions when he took a shower, he must have ventured out into the city proper. It’s the kind of place your mother—not to mention your amygdala—warns you to stay away from.


    Most of the workbench is buried under a mess of wires, and the whole thing is stained by dozens of blobs of congealed solder, scarred by a thousand tiny scratches. It tells a story, a story of single minded obsession. It’s clearly the place where he carried out his passion in life. KT seventy-twos, your standard issue catties, lay strewn about the place in various stages of disembowelment. For tech, this place looks like a rogue doctor’s makeshift emergency room and morgue all rolled into one, only without the sterility.


    But I’m not interested in what’s on the operating table, so much as in what isn’t there. There’s a gap. A clearly defined area of no clutter, where there should be…something. Just as nature abhors a vacuum, so did Spark’s own personal chaos. At any given time, something would have been the center of focus, but right now, the desk lamps, the magnifying glasses, the clips, everything that snakes out from the frame at the back of the workbench points to an empty space. Something was on his workbench until recently. Where is it? What is it?


    I head back out into the noodle bar, carefully walking around the cop’s gently breathing body. I try to nod respectfully to the chef, but he refuses to make eye contact with me. In K block, you live to be his age by minding your own business.


    Next stop’s my place. I have some money and water in my backpack, plus a hacked transponder, ratty receiver, some spare batteries and my keys, but not much else. I need to eat. I need to sleep. I make my way through the labyrinthine narrow hallways that pass for the streets of K block, letting years of memories guide me while I concentrate on more pressing matters, until suddenly I’m at my front door.


    Immediately, I can tell something’s wrong. My transponder’s vibrating. I glance at its tiny screen. My silent alarm’s been tripped. Every inch of my body suddenly screams at me to get out. I try to hide it, to just carry on walking past as if I never intended to go in there. Suddenly breaking into a jog would be too obvious. I walk past, as casually as I can, hoping no one’s worked out exactly where I was when I looked at my pocket and is putting the pieces together to work out it wasn’t a coincidence. But it’s too late.


    Just as I’m about to turn a corner, there’s a loud burst right by my head. I turn around to find the chipboard sheet that serves as a wall has a new hole in it, right where my ear was. I’m suddenly aware of a sting of pain. I put my finger up to my earlobe and then look at it, at the small streak of blood. There’s screaming the other side of the wall, where presumably someone wasn’t as lucky as I was, while the people this side who can see the shooter have enough sense to dive out of the way, more or less silently, giving this shadowy figure a clearer shot at me.


    I give up any pretense, and I run. I never see who’s behind me. I don’t turn back to look. I just keep going forwards, guided by years of experience, avoiding all the dead ends and flooded rooms as I dive left into a belt maker’s place, straight past a teenaged boy, maybe Brazilian, clanging away at a counterfeit big brand buckle so intently that he barely seems to notice me, then right into a noodle factory, past huge sacks of wheat, a bunch of rats and two elderly Chinese women shouting at me in their native tongue, up a ladder onto the wooden floor above, along more stores, down another ladder, and along the solid concrete ground floor again, running towards the bright light at the end, until I finally manage to burst free into the real world, running and squinting in the golden sunrise, the cool breeze on my skin at last. If I’ve just been reborn, maybe it’s time to become someone else.


    •


    After a few more blocks, I slow to a gentle jog, then finally just a brisk walk. I reach into my backpack and pull out my sunglasses, presumably a cheap imitation of some famous brand I haven’t heard of. My assailant’s probably long gone, deep in the bowels of K block, like anyone who wasn’t born there. No one can outrun a native, no matter how fast they are, because it isn’t about speed. It’s about direction.


    It’s time to prepare for my next move. I already stick out more than I’d like in the city proper, not having the money needed to look the part. I make my way to the public showers, and spend a small fortune there, washing the congealed blood off my ear and neck, along with the odor of a dozen different eateries and factories. I even buy those little sachets of shampoo, conditioner and hair gel, re-spiking my short, black hair. Looking in the mirror, I’m finally satisfied that I won’t be thrown out of anywhere, even if I could do with a change of clothes.


    Sophia’s place is the nicest out of the three of us. She works for a Kao Telecom authorized repair store on J block. The difference between her job and ours, between her apartment and ours, between her life and ours is night and day. Literally. Her place has such extravagant features as windows that overlook the apartment block across the street, even letting in a bit of sunlight; a much larger room, one you could actually call a studio apartment while keeping a straight face; her very own private shower; and elevators, so I’m not out of breath when she tentatively opens her door, pulling its chain taut.


    “Rain!” she exclaims, her face lighting up. “Hey, listen, can we do this later? I’m just about to head off to work. How’s this evening for you?”


    “Spark’s dead,” I say matter-of-factly. I feel a pang of pain in my head, but manage to hold the tears back.


    Sophia drops the smile, her eyes widening ever so slightly, searching my face for a sign I’m playing some sort of trick on her. “For real?”


    I nod solemnly.


    “You’d better come in.” She closes the door, flicks off its chain and swings it wide open, stepping off to the side as I make my way past her and into that beautiful apartment of hers, bathed in natural sunlight. It smells faintly of potpourri, or perhaps incense, propagated by a small, quiet, battery-operated fan on the coffee table, blowing a gentle breeze around the room.


    As much as I try to avoid it, my eyes always wander towards the artwork on the walls. Hand painted by Sophia herself, depicting beautiful women of all shapes and sizes in various types of erotic confinement. All strictly consensual, she always goes to great pains to assure me, making me wonder just how fictitious the encounters depicted actually are. Pain’s something she probably knows a lot about, connoisseur like. The paintings are good, from the vibrant colors that make them seem glossy and hyperreal and the perspectives that seem to reinforce the viewer’s dominance over the subjects, through to the symmetry of the pieces, and other signs of thoughtful balance. She says she sells them for a high three figures each, sometimes even more. Nice side business.


    She certainly looks as well off as she is. Her taste is refined. Even dressing for technical back office work like I do, she’s wearing a fine wool sweater and designer jeans, not cheap knock-offs like everyone on K block. Golden colored bracelets adorn her wrists, making a pleasant jangling sound whenever she gestures with her hands, and subtle make-up emphasizes the beautiful contours of her eyes. Her curly, black hair falls gracefully down to her shoulders. When she hugs me, I can smell perfume, much fancier than the simple deodorant at the public showers. I want to say something comforting to cheer her up, but I can’t think of anything.


    She makes us both a coffee, fresh from her own machine and as dark as her soft skin. I tell her everything. Well, almost everything. Finding Spark’s body. Searching his apartment. My plan.


    •


    Standing on the rooftop above my target’s apartment, waiting for Sophia’s signal, I can see the whole decaying city. Phone cables tether the buildings together like mooring lines, as if without them they might simply drift away. I let my gaze follow one of these cables from a neighboring building all the way to this one, raindrops dripping down from it onto the concrete floor beneath my feet. It’s peaceful up here. Just the groaning of the turbines, the clatter of the air conditioning, the rain on old concrete and metal.


    In my line of work, repairing KT equipment, if you’re the curious type, you learn a lot of tricks. You learn how to make a logger board you splice between the catty—the cathode ray tube terminal—and the modem. This board intercepts and stores all the keystrokes going out and all the display characters coming in. Of course, with only a few K to play with, you can’t store them locally. You have to ship them out to another account on the net. We have a lot of customers. On the days you’re bored, you rack up a lot of usernames and passwords. A lot of accounts. A lot of secrets. And a lot of places to stash them.


    You start trading them with acquaintances—”friends” wouldn’t really be the right term, people like Spark and Sophia and me don’t really have friends. It can become an obsession, like collecting schematics for boards you’re not supposed to know about, let alone access, or phone numbers for people who aren’t supposed to exist, and certainly aren’t supposed to be on the grid. Spies. Assassins. Ghosts in the machine. In my circles, we collect all of these.


    The three of us know—knew—more about KT’s networks than KT themselves do, so whatever Spark was up to, they were probably the first people to object to it. Even if it wasn’t them who killed him, they’re likely spying on us all, so I can always see if they have any useful information. I already have the accounts of various people at KT. The only problem is that KT actually cares about its employees. Each person has certain designated places they like to log in from, and anywhere else is flagged up as suspicious. The target’s apartment is generally your best bet. Luxurious, forty meter squared apartments like Sophia’s, personal to just you and your optional spouse. It gets better. If you’re a city proper hacker like Sophia, you can afford your own KT seventy-two terminal, black market, serial number etched off. And if you’re a K block hacker like me, you know how to splice a line. Plug yourself right into the junction box, crocodile clips over his apartment number’s regular jack. You set up an umbrella on a tripod, you plug your catty into the juice the box has along with the spliced line. Now, as far as the grid’s concerned, you’re in his apartment. You have to wait for him to leave, so you know he’s not going to be logged in at the same time, from home or anywhere else, then, then you can log in as your target. It’s time consuming. It’s risky as hell being up there looking like some demented, high tech gargoyle squatting under the wind turbines. But it works.


    My ratty receiver hooked into the back of the catty, tuned in to a disused frequency, I patiently watch the steady pulse of the bright phosphorous green cursor. Finally, a sliver of text appears, nudging the blinking cursor out of its way. Just a jumble of characters. A glitch in the system, as far as anyone else is concerned, if they happen to hear it. Just noise. But it’s my signal. It means Sophia’s seen the target, one Mr. Eugene Langford, leave his office building for lunch. I flick the switch on the back of the catty, switching it from the receiver back to the spliced line, and I’m greeted by the login prompt for Eugene’s apartment. I enter his details, my fingers flying along the keyboard with professional precision. Sure, it’s a risk, but some things are worth it. Some things, you just have to know.


    And now, for the first time, I have everything. Access to the whole of KT. Something I’d never dared to see before, it being too risky. Hoards upon hoards of data, of raw information. Salaries. Bills. Patents. And real secrets. Information about potential rival companies. Things they aren’t supposed to know about. Things they wouldn’t know about if they weren’t spying on their customers, and a monopoly to boot. Other people’s inventions. Spark’s invention.


    Once I see Spark’s files, I make my move. The idea is to copy them across to someone else’s account, then from there to the next person’s, hopping across to five different people. People I’ve never heard of. People I’ve never hacked before. People I can’t be traced to.


    I switch the terminal back to the receiver, the ghosts of countless alphanumerics fading into the abyss, replaced with Sophia’s message comprised of only a handful of random looking characters. Nothing else accompanying it yet. Good. I switch it back to the spliced line, and the text reappears. My fingers moving deftly over the board, I log into the first stranger’s account and make a hidden dot-directory to stash the files in, then switch back to Eugene’s account and perform a remote copy. One down, four more to go.


    I switch, and for a split second I freeze. Staring me in the face is Sophia’s second signal, signifying that Eugene’s just walked back into the building. Shit. I make a mental note not to panic. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and open them again. I work quickly but methodically, careful not to make any spelling mistakes. I delete all my activity from Eugene’s shell history log, then log off. It can’t have taken me longer than twenty seconds after I first noticed the signal, and it can’t have been more than a minute since I last checked for it. So a minute and a half from getting the signal to logging out, tops. That’s cutting it uncomfortably close. I hope he took the stairs.


    Then I’m back on the street, bulky machine under my arm, and no one’s any the wiser. I perform the other four hops from a public terminal where I feel slightly safer, but only once I’m back in Sophia’s apartment, the rain and police sirens a mere background noise, can I do something remotely approaching relaxing.


    I’ve always felt that Sophia’s apartment is the perfect place for relaxing. There’s something comforting about someone who’s so open about her sexuality.


    “It worked then?” Sophia looks down at my boots, and the trail of wet footprints behind me. Whoops.


    I look around for somewhere to put down the heavy machine.


    “Anywhere’s fine,” she suggests.


    I put the catty down on an empty chair. “Yeah, it worked. I got out a minute and a half after your second signal, max.” I look Sophia in the eyes. “I saw things there, things they shouldn’t have had. Spark’s things.”


    Sophia’s expression softens. “You look exhausted.”


    “It’s been a rough day.” I still can’t bring myself to tell her about the shooting. I don’t want her to worry about me unnecessarily.


    “No kidding.” Sophia gestures towards her bed, at the other end of the room. “You want to lie down for a bit, take a little nap?”


    “Can’t. I have to work out what to do next.”


    “Well you can’t do that if you’re tired. Trust me, you’ll be able to think better once you’re rested. Then you can strategize.”


    “It does look kinda tempting…are you sure you don’t mind?”


    “I insist.”


    I take off my army boots and curl up on Sophia’s bed. That soft, cozy, luxurious bed. “Thanks. Maybe I’ll just have a little nap, just for five minutes.”


    •


    When I wake up, there’s a thin blanket over me. I open my eyes, glancing out the window at a ninety degree angle. It’s twilight, and the rain’s stopped. Inside, the soft wall lights are on, and the place is starting to look almost like home, only more spacious and opulent.


    I blink a few times, eyes adjusting, and tentatively sit up on the bed. “Why didn’t you wake me?”


    Sophia’s the other side of the room, behind a canvas, brush in one hand and palette in the other. Her black, curly hair’s tied back in a cute high-up ponytail. She talks to me, her voice softer than usual, but keeps her eyes focused on the canvas. “Sorry hon, you just looked so peaceful and calm like that. I didn’t have the heart to wake you up. You’ve been through a lot today, you earned some rest.”


    I awkwardly amble towards her, unsure what to say. What comes out of my mouth is: “Thanks.”


    She smiles at me briefly, finally looking away from the canvas. Her eyes are slightly puffy, her cheeks still drying. She misses Spark, just as I do, and she’s better at expressing it than I am. She searches my face for answers. She looks like she wants to know what to do next to fix this, but it can’t be fixed. Spark’s dead, and nothing will bring him back. The best we can do is ensure that whatever he was doing will live on. “So, what now?”


    “Now?” I glance back at the bed, and next to it, the rack of jackets and dresses above the piles of neatly folded tops and jeans, at some of the rack’s more exotic outfits. They aren’t exactly proudly on display like the artwork, but they’re still something she simply refuses to be ashamed about. I smile, for the first time since I found Spark that morning, as the next part of my plan solidifies in my mind. “Now I go shopping.”


    •


    A short trip to the outer rim of K block later, where it’s cheap enough for me to afford but not overtly illegal enough for the store owners to get hassled by the cops, my purse is lighter but I have a new outfit and matching boots, not at all to my taste but something I can use to blend in, where I plan on going. It’s sticky on the inside and has a bullet hole in the back, lovingly patched with matching black PVC. Shops on K block, you don’t ask questions.


    I’m back at Sophia’s apartment by nighttime. “Hi honey, I’m home.”


    “I should make you a key,” suggests Sophia, her hair down again. She leads me inside once more, closing the door behind me.


    I put my plain white plastic shopping bag down on the impeccably varnished wooden floor—stores on K block don’t exactly go out of their way to advertise themselves—and make my way to the canvas. Now that she’s finished, I can’t help but sneak a peek at what she was painting. When I see it, it catches me a little off guard. It’s just like her other artwork, and just as with the others, I can’t imagine who the freckled redhead depicted in this one might be. Maybe she really does make all these muses up out of thin air.


    “You look disappointed.” Sophia pouts, mocking me. “Thought it would be you?”


    “I know you better than to think you’d take advantage of a sleeping friend.”


    Sophia grins playfully. “You’re awake now.”


    “So there’s a chance yet.” I grin right back. “Is it OK if I change?”


    Sophia raises an eyebrow. “Sure, go ahead.” Now it’s her turn to act nonchalant. She sits down on her couch and flicks through a glossy fashion magazine.


    I take off my backpack and my regular clothes, little more than a sports bra, combat trousers and army boots, all plain black. They’re revealing in their own way, showing off my midriff, but not particularly sexy, merely functional in K block’s climate of constant heat, rain and sweat. Then I take out my new outfit and try it on. I’m sweating before I’ve even finished zipping it up.


    Sophia glances up from her magazine. “Want a hand?”


    “No, I got it.” It takes me a good few seconds of waving my hands behind my back, but eventually I manage to finish zipping up the outfit at the back of my neck. The boots are next, going almost all the way up to my knees, and they have impossibly high heels. I have to sit on the floor for a good five minutes while lacing them up, then I walk to the bed and back a few times, practicing walking without falling over.


    “You come into my apartment unannounced, several times in one day, you get me to call in sick so I can tell you when some guy’s having his lunch break, and now you’re performing a little strip tease and dressing up game in front of me. What do you think this is, my reward? I mean, I know you must be feeling pretty shocked and all, but is there anything you’d like to tell me?”


    “Not yet.” I walk up to Sophia’s fan. The trickle of cool air is nice, but nowhere near as strong as I need right now.


    “Alrighty then.” Sophia goes back to her magazine.


    “May I?” I crank Sophia’s fan up to full tilt, its drone now drowning out the sirens outside.


    “You might even get it to do something, you got some new batteries.” Sophia doesn’t even glance up from her magazine this time.


    I swap out the fan’s batteries with the ones in my backpack, freshly charged ones I’d bought from Stu, a neighbor of mine with a cluster of solar cells perched on a little spot he rents on a K-block roof, where the top layer of iron and wood is sprouting up like so many trees.


    I put the fan back on the coffee table, then get the bottle of water from my backpack and carefully pour a dribble of it into my hand. I rub the water into my face, make my way back over to the table, and bend over, hands on boots, my wet face taking the full brunt of the cool air. I close my eyes. The sensation of a cool breeze flying right into my wet skin is sheer bliss.


    When I open my eyes again, Sophia’s standing over me, looking down at me. “Can I keep them?”


    “Sure,” I say, looking back up at her, “you give me one of your paintings.”


    She smiles. “I didn’t think they were to your taste.”


    “They’re not,” I admit. “Not really. But fencing one of those, I could get us a few years’ worth of electricity.”


    “You know,” says Sophia as she walks over to the kitchen part of the room and takes a bottled drink from the fridge, “it’s not really called fencing if it’s legal.”


    “Ever the intellect.” I straighten back up and spread my arms, posing for her. “How do I look?”


    Sophia takes a long swig from her cool drink, then looks me up and down. Her lips are wet. “Inspiring. But…”


    I raise an eyebrow. “But…?”


    “The look’s incomplete.” She walks over to her bed and sits down, picking up some dark eyeshadow and a brush from the bedside table. “May I?”


    I think about this for a second. Growing up on K block, I hardly ever indulged in such luxuries as make-up. It felt almost odd to wear it, and letting someone else apply it would have felt stranger still. But this is my friend, and I trust her. I walk over to her and sit down on the bed beside her. “Sure, if you think it’ll help.”


    Sophia smiles, and unscrews the small round container of eyeshadow.


    What seems like maybe twenty minutes of foundation, eyeshadow, eyeliner and lipstick later, she adds one last artistic flourish, then just sits there scrutinizing me for a few seconds, looking for flaws and apparently not finding any. Finally, she relaxes, her look turning into one of appreciation, admiration of her own work. “There, perfect. Go ahead, have a look.” She gestures towards the full length mirror beside the bed.


    I look at my reflection with fascination. The catsuit shows off my curves in a way I’d never feel comfortable doing, but with Sophia’s impeccable make-up artistry, I really look the part. The reflection’s mine, same brown eyes, same epicanthic folds, same short, spiky black hair, but she actually looks like someone else, some twisted sister of mine. Not a character I’m playing, but a whole other person with her own inimitable sense of style. She grins with me. “It’s perfect, thank you!”


    “You’re not going to go out dressed like that, are you? You’ll get mobbed.”


    I hadn’t even thought of that. “What do you suggest?”


    Sophia riffles through her rack of jackets and outfits, then pulls off an old trenchcoat and hands it to me. It’s a little big, but still serviceable. You can hardly tell what I’m wearing underneath now, at least. I transform yet again into someone else, someone less sexual and more simply…stylish. I smile, and my reflection smiles back at me, beaming with confidence. I take a swig of warm water from my bottle, half in disbelief at the more attractive woman in the mirror copying my every move and making it look better, purposeful. Suddenly I see a strange mark on my bottle, then relax a little when I realize it’s just lipstick. I make a mental note to refill it from a public tap on my way home, then remember that Sophia has running water in her kitchen. Such luxury. It’s the little things.


    “Hey, can I use some of your water?” I ask.


    “Go ahead.” Sophia gestures towards her gleaming metal sink, complete with both hot and cold taps.


    I walk over to the sink, and empty out the warm water from my bottle. Then I fill it back up again, with fresh, clear, cold water, until it’s overflowing like a beautiful statue that serves as the centerpiece of an ornate fountain. I take another swig from it, of deliciously cold water, then fill it up again.


    Sophia watches me, apparently amused at how something so simple can be so important to me.


    I smile back. She wouldn’t last a week in K block. It would eat her alive. I nod at one of her paintings. “You ever been to Cravache?”


    “Not my style.” Sophia’s curiosity sounds piqued.


    “Really?” I grin, unable to hide my dubiousness.


    “There’s more to a sexuality than your partner’s sex, or what you do with them. For my sexual encounters, like my artwork, everything has to be just right. The lighting. The outfits. The devices. The predicaments. There’s a certain class to what I do, and frankly, that place is just too trashy. No offense.”


    “What do you mean, no offense? I don’t go there either!”


    Sophia frowns. “So why are we talking about it?”


    “Because right now, I really need to go somewhere that’s not me. Somewhere that doesn’t fit my profile. You wanna come with me?”


    “That doesn’t even begin to make sense.”


    “You coming or not?”


    •


    Queueing outside the cloakroom, our hands freshly stamped, double doors protect us from the onslaught of noise deafening the crowd on the dancefloor. That is, aside from the brief moments when those doors swing open to let someone through, swallowing them whole, and ear splitting screeches threaten to give me a headache. The rest of the time, we’re protected from all but a dull murmur of throbbing basslines. Still dangerously loud, but more like physical movement, a vibration in my stomach, than noise. The place smells of stale sweat.


    I hand Sophia my coat—her coat, technically—and she passes it along to the woman behind the counter, who’s sporting black and purple ponytails and decked out in an impressive latex corset of her own, but looks utterly bored. Sophia then takes off her own jacket, revealing her outfit: a low-cut latex minidress that shows off her cleavage, putting my cheap PVC catsuit to shame. Heads turn. Sophia smiles, radiating a cool, nonchalant confidence. I’d consider feeling jealous if I wasn’t trying to blend in. Her boots are like mine, only they look almost new, they taper off to dangerous looking stiletto heels, and she knows how to walk in them. Together, we certainly look the part, our outfits so shiny you can almost count the lights on the ceiling just by looking at their stretched, warped reflections on our bodies. She must live for clubs like these, where she can have any woman she wants. If I look like I fit in here, I can’t imagine the upscale equivalent where Sophia fits in, a whole subculture of impeccably dressed playthings eager to do her bidding.


    The doors swing open again, and I ignore the sudden onslaught of noise to peek past them, scanning the room, looking for those glowing screens, and wow do I find them. I can’t even work out why such a place even has a seventy-two, but there they are, a whole row of tables with them, up against the far wall. A moment later and they’re gone again, obscured by the doors.


    “Let’s go over—” Before I can finish the sentence, I feel a tight grip around my neck. I turn around to see Sophia grinning at me, her arms stretched out, her hands fiddling around behind my neck. I must have a puzzled look on my face, as she grins at me, an evil, condescending grin, and pulls her hands away again, holding a key.


    I tentatively feel around my neck. Sure enough, she’s fastened a collar around it, with a metal D-shaped ring at the front and a padlock at the back. Even the woman behind the counter looks amused.


    “Very funny,” I say. “Are you going to give me the key?”


    “Sure.” Sophia is positively beaming. It seems to be all she can do not to laugh. The next thing I know, she’s reaching into her handbag and pulling out a dog leash, snapping the end onto my collar’s metal ring. Her voice has changed, and not just to speak up over the muffled music, if you can call it that. I’ve only heard her talk like this once before, when I paid her a visit while she had company. It feels weird suddenly having this tone of voice directed at me this time. “Once we leave, and not a second earlier.”


    I sigh. This isn’t exactly how I’d planned it, but I figure I can’t really fault her for blending in. It’s the perfect cover. “Fine. Let’s go over to a terminal at the far—”


    “Shh,” soothes Sophia, stroking my hair. She’s enjoying this more than I’m strictly comfortable with. Wanting her to notice me is one thing, but this is taking it a bit far. I make a mental note to get her back one day, assuming I make it that long. At any rate, I can’t entertain a revenge fantasy right now. I have to keep my mind focused on the task ahead.


    But Sophia has already gone. I feel a curious tugging sensation on my neck, pulling me sideways. I suddenly realize what’s happening, turning around in time to see the chain stretching taut all the way to her hand. She’s leading me—literally—through the double doors, across the dancefloor, to the far wall. The cacophony of noise, smells and sights envelops me. The dancefloor reeks of fresh sweat, latex, and even precum. People dance and lead each other astray in roughly equal measures. I try to play along, glancing at some of the other patrons and emulating the submissive ones. I keep my head down, trying not to focus on Sophia’s swinging hips as she takes me on a long tour of the place—too long—parading me around the dancefloor like a beloved pet she’s showing off to her peers.


    As masters and mistresses lead their slaves off the dancefloor and into the bathroom to perform sordid services for them, Sophia leads me off the dancefloor to an empty table, where she corners me in, and I finally got a chance to see what was worth killing a man over. Spark’s files. Schematics and machine code. Timestamped just after his death.


    “So that’s what this is about?” shouts Sophia, still affecting her dominant’s voice, looking over my shoulder at the terminal’s display.


    “May I speak?” My own voice has only the merest hint of sarcasm. Mentally, I’m still in the world of raw data, not experiencing my immediate surroundings enough to work out whether I’m even joking or not.


    “You may,” decides Sophia.


    “I know they did it. I can’t prove it, but I know they got his files after his death, and the only way they would do that is if they were the ones who killed him.”


    “So that’s why we’re here? To prove it?”


    “No,” I said reflexively. “I just told you, I can’t prove it.” With a slight sigh, I mentally detach myself from the terminal and reattach myself to reality, the questionable smells, the intermittently blinding lights, the piercing music, my aching neck, and my friend.


    “But that is why we’re here, these files?”


    “Yes. What, did you think I was trying to seduce you in a moment of vulnerability?”


    “Honey, I still think you’re trying to seduce me.”


    “So, what, you’re happy to just go along with that and take advantage of me?”


    Now Sophia looks downright offended. Angry. She yanks on the leash, pulling it uncomfortably taut, forcing my face closer to hers. “Maybe I’m keeping an eye on you to make sure you won’t do anything you’ll later regret. You’re not the only one who’s emotionally vulnerable right now, you know. I lost a good friend too. And on top of that, in the last fourteen hours, I’ve sheltered you, I’ve engaged in industrial espionage with you, and I’ve even indulged your little fantasy or whatever the hell this is, even though it hurts to be teased like this, knowing nothing will ever come of it, and I didn’t want to round the day off by having you running back to my apartment again, this time with tears streaming down those pretty little cheeks of yours while you tell me all about how you went to a place like this without someone who cared about you watching over you, and how someone here took advantage of you. So yes, I’m playing with you, but no, I don’t take our friendship lightly, at least not as lightly as you seem to. If I must look after you like a pet, I’m going to keep you leashed like one, and not let you out of my sight. Okay?”


    I swallow hard, looking up at her impassioned eyes, and nod solemnly. When I next speak, it’s barely more than a squeak. “Sorry.”


    “Apology accepted.” She nods at the terminal. “Now do what you do.”


    I nod compliantly, and Sophia gives the metal chain some slack. I face the terminal again, and begin to focus once more.


    Compared to getting the files, copying them from one compromised account to another is easy. Personal accounts have lax security. No one cares if someone logs in twice at once. I copy the files from one of the accounts to another, log in as that person, and copy them from there to another, and so on, from Steve to Jane to Sarah to Michael to Paul. Eventually, I settle on Evelyn Chung, and from there e-mail them to a printing service. I copy Chung’s private key to someone else, and repeat the five-hop ritual.


    “How much do you want to be a part of this?” I ask Sophia.


    “Do you have to ask?”


    “It’s risky. I’d like to store someone’s private key on your account.”


    “Whose?”


    “No one in particular. Just a random person on my list of compromised accounts.”


    “Why not store it on your account?”


    “That’s what I was going to do, and physically grab it from work. But I can’t, it’s not safe.” I sigh, deflating slightly. It’s time to come clean and tell Sophia the whole truth. “I’ve already been shot at today.”


    For the second time today, Sophia searches my face for any kind of indication that I’m joking. When she doesn’t see one, she closes her eyes and takes in a deep breath, coinciding with a momentary lapse of the music’s caustic, heavy rhythm, a calm little moment of bass, chatter, and the occasional distant slapping and cheering. She lets the breath of air out again, slowly, finally opening her eyes once more. “Well, that explains the ear.”


    I lean in slightly, loosening the chain a bit. “You knew about that?”


    Sophia frowns again, although not as severely this time. She gestures wildly with her hands, almost accidentally snapping my neck off in the process. “Who do you think put the blanket over you? You have any other watchful guardians I should know about?”


    I look down at the chain, taut again, unable to meet her gaze. She’s right to be angry at me. I didn’t realize how much she had to be angry about until now. “I’m sorry. They traced him to me, but you’re clean. You’re my safehaven.”


    Sophia stares down at me, and this time I can’t escape her gaze. She looks right through my body and into my soul. I must have looked pitiful in that moment. Finally, she gives me her decree. “I’m in. Store her key on my account.”


    “Thank you.” I’m not sure if I look appropriately apologetic or merely grovelling. I face the terminal again, Sophia giving the leash a bit more slack, and I copy Evelyn Chung’s private key one last time.


    “You want to explain your plan now?” asks Sophia.


    “Sure.” I log out of the terminal.


    “You done?”


    I nod. “I figure KT killed Spark, and tried to kill me, because of these files. I don’t know what they are yet, but clearly they’re important. Can’t read them here, though. The schematics are vector files. Can’t view them on a catty. I have to print them out to know what they are. The rest are machine code, M sixty-four by the looks of it. I’ve just run them through a disassembler but it’ll take me a good few weeks to reverse engineer this much undocumented source code. I’d rather do that in private, with a pen and paper, so I’m gonna print those too. There’s a printer’s not too far from here, over on the other side of J block, so I’m sending the job there. Given how today’s turned out so far, however, I’m not just going to waltz in there using my real name. So I figure we go back to your place, change back into our regular clothes, I use your interface to rig up my transponder with Evelyn Chung’s private key, then I head off to the print store posing as her and collect the printouts.”


    Sophia stands up, looming far above me, and tugs on the leash. “Isn’t that dangerous? Can’t they trace what you’re doing and just wait for you at the store?”


    “Theoretically, yes.” I take the cue and shuffle along to the edge of the seat, then stand up, only wobbling slightly. “But they don’t know about Chung. And they don’t seem to know about you yet.”


    “Yet?” Sophia turns around and walks back onto the dancefloor, with me in tow.


    I stumble after her. “It’s just a matter of time until they mine our social network, regardless of whether I store anything on your account or not. I’m not going to lie to you. They’re probably going to come after you regardless of what I do. But if we do this first, it should give us just enough of an edge to outmaneuver them.”


    Sophia leads me straight through the middle of the dancefloor, pushing the doors on the other side wide open. “So…some assassin’s probably going to turn up at my door, but don’t worry about it, we should have a printout by then?”


    I follow her lead as best I can, trying not to fall over in the combination of impossibly high heels and being led by my neck. Once we’re past the doors, at least I can think properly once more. “In essence, yes. Look, I’m sorry about this, but I’m not bringing it on you any more than Spark brought it on me. Just by knowing each other, we’re already involved regardless of what we do.”


    Sophia unclips the leash and throws a key at me. It bounces off my clumsy hands and onto the suspiciously sticky floor. She gives two tickets to the woman behind the counter. “So how’s this printout going to make everything better?”


    I pick up the key without thinking, getting a few appreciative stares from passers-by before I realize I should have bent my knees more. “I don’t know yet. Leverage, maybe. I’ll figure that out later. Right now, we just need to get it and see what it is, because until we do that, we don’t have anything. Even someone of your status, a citizen of the city proper, they can still just get rid of us all and make it look like a series of unconnected robberies and muggings.” Finally, I manage to unlock the padlock and give it back to Sophia, along with the collar. I rub my sore neck. “Still with me?”


    Sophia puts on her jacket, then throws her old trenchcoat at me. “It doesn’t look like I have much of a choice, does it?”


    •


    In the dimly lit hallway outside Sophia’s apartment, my ears are still ringing. I can barely hear what she’s saying.


    “OK, now I’m going to teach you how to use a welcome mat,” she teases as she gets her keyring out of her handbag, finds the right key, and unlocks the door.


    It swings wide open to reveal a man in a suit, older than us, maybe in his late thirties, looking like a ghost white salaryman, pointing a silver colored pistol right at Sophia’s face, standing right there next to us. The man glances at us both and smirks. He probably wasn’t expecting to get both of us at once. We made it easy for him.


    Before I can think what to do, Sophia has kicked him in the crotch with the full force of a stiletto heel and is grabbing my wrist, pulling me back down the corridor, down the stairs, away from the echoes of the concrete walls exploding with bullets and into the relative safety of the bustling crowd outside. It’s all I can do not to stumble in my block heels. I suddenly have a newfound respect for femmes.


    “I think,” says Sophia as she pulls me through the crowd, “that we just ran out of time. New plan?”


    “One second.” I struggle to think of something. The crowd’s a blur, and I just ignore the sea of faces, letting them wash over me as Sophia leads me as far away from her apartment block as she can, as unpredictably as she can. “You’re right, we’re out of time.”


    “So what’s your plan?” Sophia sounds serious and urgent.


    Running out of options, I suggest the impossible. “We’ve got nothing to lose. I say we be ourselves for a little while.”


    Sophia leads me into a deserted back alleyway, steam rising from vents in the ground, then out the other side, to another crowded street, parallel to the first. “Elaborate.”


    We keep running. Miraculously, I don’t fall over. “We still go to a printer’s, but without a private terminal, I can’t copy someone’s private key to my transponder. Even if we somehow found a public terminal with the right interface, it wouldn’t work. It takes time. It’s suspicious. So we don’t. We go to a printer’s as ourselves. I set up a new print job, in my real name or your real name, and we walk in and pick it up.”


    Sophia talks in short bursts, between breaths. “That’s your plan? To just waltz right into a printer’s using our real names? Forgive me, but I thought that’s exactly what you told us not to do, back in Cravache.”


    Struggling to keep up, I barely manage to say a whole sentence in between panting. “If we move quickly enough, we might be able to make it in time.”


    Sophia slows down to a brisk walk, catching her breath. She looks back at me. “Might?”


    Once I catch up with her, I follow suit, grateful to finally have a chance to get my breath back. “Hear me out. We find the four or five closest printers, we queue up the job in all of them, then we go to just one of them and pick up the printouts. He’ll have to guess which one we’re at, so we’ll have a good chance of not running into him.”


    “Unless they have more than one person after us,” points out Sophia, her face lit up by the neon lights, alternating between the primary and secondary colors of a twenty-four hour café’s animated sign. “Did you get a good look at your tail last time? Was it the same guy?”


    I let out a grunt of frustration. “I hadn’t thought of that.”


    Sophia sighs. “Any other options?”


    “None come to mind.”


    Sophia opens the café door, her voice resigned. “Come on. Just remember to keep your coat on.”


    •


    An old guy sitting at the table next to ours scowls at us until he leaves a few minutes later, but no one says anything. We have a cup of coffee and a sandwich each—the first thing I’ve eaten all day, I suddenly realize—and I set up five print jobs, two as Sophia, two as myself, and one as Spark. All the while, Sophia is drumming her fingers, nervous like. It distracts me, but I don’t say anything. The way I figure it, she’s more than entitled to feel nervous. Then we pay our bill and head off to the closest print store, one of the two I used my own name for.


    •


    The print store turns out to be a regular convenience store that happens to have a cheap laser printer on the counter. My heart’s beating hard in my chest as Sophia and I walk up to the counter.


    “I believe you have a printout waiting for me,” I tell the guy behind the counter.


    “Name?” he asks.


    “Rain.”


    He smiles in a way that seems slightly creepy. “Pretty name.”


    “Thanks.” At least he’s not complaining about how short my hair is. Maybe that’s the magic of Sophia’s make-up skills. Maybe I blend in with polite society a little more now. I glance down briefly at the trenchcoat, making sure it’s buttoned up. It is.


    “Pre-paid, all accounted for.” The old man hands me a thick stack of papers. “Happy reading.”


    “Thanks.” I open the door, Sophia the other side, and that’s when he walks in. The salaryman. Mr. Ghost white. He spots her first. I see him grab his gun, as if watching it in slow motion. I look around for something, anything I can use. I grab a glass wine bottle off the shelf and swing it into his hand. I picture the glass smashing everywhere, the floor suddenly washed with liquid red, wine with a little blood mixed in, but the bottle doesn’t break. It must have hit him pretty hard though, as he screams in pain. The guy behind the counter starts shouting at us, but words don’t register.


    I get ready to swing it again, but there’s no need. Sophia kicks him with her heel again, this time in his stomach, and he doubles over. I shove the bottle back onto the shelf, and we run out of there, back into the street. The shouting is replaced by human traffic, and we’re back to running through the crowd again, only this time I’m carrying the printouts at last.


    Sophia takes the lead. “Follow me.”


    “Where are we going?” I gasp.


    “Somewhere close. Somewhere we can blend in. Somewhere we haven’t been shot at yet.” She holds up her hand. First I think it’s so I can keep track of where she is, but then I realize she’s showing me the ink stamped on the back of it. Cravache.


    “You have to be kidding me.”


    “It’s just around the corner from here, and you seemed so keen to go the last time. Didn’t you have fun?”


    •


    The pounding so-called music actually gives me a headache this time, but at least no one’s staring at us here—aside from the occasional look of approval—and at least Sophia doesn’t leash me this time. Finally, I can go over the schematics, colored spotlights and the occasional strobe lights providing a suitable ambience, giving them the splendor they deserve, something that black ink on white paper alone just doesn’t do justice to.


    They’re beautiful, both in purpose and in elegance. A computer small enough to fit in your home. Instead of renting a seventy-two and buying cycles on a frame, you can solder together one of these babies and have a whole computer to yourself, right there in your room. A CPU, a text chip, a modem chip, all things that video terminals have, but in addition, a ludicrous amount of memory. Dozens of K. Enough to fit in whole programs. A modified modem that lets you frequency-shift key your data right onto your own personal stash of audio cassette tapes. Then it’s no longer a dumb terminal. It’s a tiny computer in its own right, capable of running whatever software you want, and no one can spy on you. It’s privacy. It’s beautiful.


    My first thought’s to build it, natch, but that wouldn’t be enough. KT had already killed Spark, and taken a pop at Sophia and me. I mean, we’re good, but we’re not that good. We can’t outmaneuver them forever. Maybe they hadn’t caught up with us yet, but they would eventually. Information spreads pretty quickly on the net, no matter what kind. With enough dedication, everything can be traced.


    That’s when I hatch the final stage of my plan. This invention was by Spark, but it’s not his. It’s not mine or Sophia’s, either. It’s everyone’s. That’s who I have to give it to. Everyone.


    I log in as the illustrious five once more, one at a time. From each of their accounts, I can e-mail one point seven million people, using a glitch in the ubiquitous mail server that I learned to exploit a while back. There are eight million, seven hundred thousand people in this city with their own private—whatever that means—account on the KT frame net. In the morning, they’ll all wake up. Maybe a few dozen thousand know how to solder. Each of them will be able to make their own private, personal computer, and each of them can make them for their friends, too.


    I set up the first batch of e-mails, my finger hovering over the enter key, and that’s when I feel it, something hard pressed against the side of my waist. I turn around, refamiliarizing myself with my surroundings. Sophia has gone, not that I really blame her. In her place is the salaryman, that stupid grin back on his face.


    “No one around to kick me this time,” he says. He’s so close, I can smell the mint on his breath. I look down at his bloodied hand, wrapped around the grip of his pistol, the barrel pressing against my waist.


    I nod at his hand. “You should get that looked at.”


    He sneers. “Move your hands away from the keyboard. Slowly. Now.”


    I look him in the eyes. “I suppose if I press this key, and e-mail all these people, your client or employer or whoever will just go in and delete them all anyway.”


    He nods.


    “You know what?”


    He looks ever so slightly unnerved, but too cocky to really feel threatened. “What?”


    “I don’t care.” I look past my assailant to the crowd behind him. The slaves. The masters and mistresses. One particular woman with curly hair, who I’m increasingly proud to call my friend. The salaryman turns around to see who I’m looking at, but it’s too late. Sophia punches him in the cheek at the exact same time I try to prise the gun from his hand, pointing the barrel up at the ceiling, away from me. He fires it, destroying a light in the process, small shards of glass flying towards the crowd. There’s a burning smell. Screams. Running. The place empties out, and I take the gun safely off the man as Sophia pats him down, making sure he hasn’t got any other tricks up his sleeve.


    She looks down at me, a warm smile greeting me. “Doesn’t he know you’re spoken for?”


    The few people left in the room have no shortage of restraints, and are polite enough to help us out. With our would-be dispatcher safely apprehended, I finish sending the e-mails, all of them.


    I look down at the salaryman, disheveled, cuffed and bleeding. “A word of advice: try datsusara.”


    “I think we’d better leave,” suggests Sophia. I nod, and she offers me a hand, pulling me out of the seat.


    “Your place?” I ask.


    “Depends. Can I paint you?”


    I look up at her, grinning. “Maybe.”


    Sure, this man will be back on the streets soon enough. Maybe he’ll come after us again, maybe even with some co-workers. At least now I can follow the first rule of a gunfight: bring a gun.


    KT will see what we’ve done before morning, I’m sure. Try to stop it. Over eight million e-mails from just five accounts has to get noticed somewhere. Maybe they’ll delete almost all of them. Almost all. Nothing stays hidden in these streets. And now, with a little luck, KT might not be a monopoly forever. Maybe people can finally start to make their own machines, their own languages, their own protocols. A chaotic, haphazard, organic mess, just like home. And maybe that would be a beautiful thing.


    •


    


    

  


  
    The Bride in Furs


    


    


    Layla Lawlor


    


    


    In the middle of town there is a house, and in the courtyard behind the house, there is an apple tree. It grows above an old cracked fountain, the dry basin half-clogged with dead leaves from seasons past. In the spring the tree puts forth pink-white flowers, all up its branches to the very top of the tree, where there is a single blood-red blossom. And in the fall, it puts forth rich red fruit up to the top, where there is a single golden apple.


    They will tell you this is because a woman is buried there, at the roots of the apple tree. What happened to her, that woman…what you hear depends on who you talk to. Mal the butcher says it was a girl who killed herself of a broken heart, opened up her veins and spilled blood as red as appleskin on the tree’s thirsty roots. Ostra who runs the laundry says it is nothing of the sort, she was killed by a husband who beat her and struck her head on the side of the fountain, and it ran dry in that instant and has never worked since. And Calmarie, who lives and works in the house at the bottom of the street, looks you in the eye, with eyes that make you shiver, and says that this woman was a working girl like Calmarie, nothing to do with the people in the house at all, and she went to the courtyard with the first quickenings of a baby in her belly and drank a tea that the old women told her about. But the tea made her ill, and this girl’s life poured out of her, and now she is buried under the roots of the tree with a thing that is not a baby, no matter what men try to tell you.


    In any case all of this happened long ago. Nowadays it’s common sport for children to climb into the courtyard and steal the apples, swarming like squirrels up the gnarled branches. But they all whisper stories to each other, about the house and the old man who owns it and the single gold apple, and no one climbs to the top of the tree. No one eats the golden apple. It hangs until it falls. Its overripe flesh breaks open on the ancient paving stones, and its juice seeps down, down, to the roots of the tree and the secrets that might be hidden there.


    •


    Into the house with the courtyard and the apple tree, there comes a bride.


    She is from the north, dressed all in furs. She brings with her all the things that a bride should have: a bow carved with prayers in the old whisper-language (to hunt meat for the table), a set of small bronze knives (to cut up meat for the table), and a long knife sheathed in dragonskin (for keeping husbands honest). She brings with her two strong-legged hunting dogs, and a white wolf pelt to lay upon the bridal bed, and a red deerskin to wear on special occasions.


    In this house in the middle of the town, she opens all the windows, letting light and air into stuffy rooms with furniture that is decades out of style. She crouches on the roof to see how far she can see. She walks in the courtyard and looks up at the apple tree, with its small green fruits.


    Her elderly husband is a merchant and spends most of his time abroad, which is how he met her in her northern homeland. But that suits the bride just fine. She engages a tutor to teach her to read and write the local language. In the morning she goes running in the streets to keep herself fleet and fit. The dogs run with her. People stare. In the afternoon, she practices with her bow in the courtyard. She climbs the apple tree, nimble as the alley children, and ties bits of ribbon and leather on the branches to serve for targets. She cleans the dead leaves out of the fountain’s empty basin, but it is well and truly clogged. Or perhaps the water to this courtyard was shut off long ago. In any case, it does not flow.


    One day there is a girl sitting on top of the courtyard wall. She is Mal the butcher’s youngest daughter, and she is wearing her older brother’s castoff trousers, patched and worn. She watches the bride from the north shooting arrows at twisting, dancing targets hanging from the apple tree’s branches, and she says, “Teach me to do that.”


    So the bride stands behind her and places the bow into her hands, shows her how to nock the arrow and how to draw the string. The girl’s arms, though thin, are strong from helping her father wrestle pig carcasses on the butcher block. Her first shot goes wide. Her next is much closer.


    “You learn quickly,” the bride tells her, in speech that is accented but comprehensible.


    “I’m not supposed to talk to you, you know.”


    “I know,” the bride says.


    There is nothing so appealing to children as the lure of the forbidden. Soon the butcher’s daughters, the blacksmith’s daughter, and the sons and daughters of Calmarie’s working ladies are taking lessons in archery and knife-fighting and tracking in the courtyard. Most of them are girls because the boys are embarrassed to take fighting lessons from a woman, especially one who is not so much older than themselves. But some of the braver boys sneak in too.


    Their parents threaten to beat them. The respectable working people of the town appoint Mal, the great-armed butcher, from among their number to speak to her. The bride answers the door dressed in her furs, casually sharpening her long knife as if interrupted in the middle of a task that she does not intend to stop. Mal goes away flustered. The lessons continue.


    Something obviously must be done. Where is her husband? Why does he do nothing to control his wild bride? New whispers circulate around the public fountain and the laundress’s front step. Perhaps the apples are looking especially bright this year. Perhaps new blood has watered the roots of the apple tree. The house is very large and was grand, once, in its day. The merchant has no children. It is all quite easy to understand.


    The situation is brought to the magistrate, but he makes excuses about visiting her, in her house with its thick walls, with her hunting dogs and her bow that never misses a shot. Well, perhaps she will come to him. He sends a courier with a summons on heavy, cream-colored paper, sealed with the town stamp.


    It so happens that the magistrate has a daughter named Esmery. Once, not so long ago, she ran wild in the streets with her short skirts hiked up to expose her long brown legs. Now she is of marrying age, and she must wear long layered skirts so that men will like her. But she does not like any of the men that her father has brought to her. From her bedroom window, she can see the top of the apple tree behind the merchant’s house, where the single apple is starting to blush gold. She hears the talk of the children, mostly girls, who gather in the courtyard and learn to fight from the woman in furs.


    Every morning she watches for the bride from the north, who always runs the same way. If Esmery is at her window, and if she is not distracted by a maid or a tutor, she will see the bride for an instant, fleet-footed, dark hair streaming behind her like a flag. And sometimes, the bride looks up at her as she pounds by, fleet and graceful as a wild deer, and smiles.


    If Esmery were a few years younger and still possessed of her younger self’s freedom, she would be in the courtyard in a heartbeat, learning to aim a bow and wield a knife.


    But Esmery has not forgotten how to run. When her father sends his man to the merchant’s house, Esmery sheds her heavy skirts and slips out the window. She drops lightly in her bare feet to the top of the wall below her window, and then she is down and into the alley. She stretches out her long legs and she runs. One might take her, at a glance, for the slim-legged girl of twelve, not the young woman of nineteen.


    She pulls herself to the top of the courtyard wall, just as she used to do when she would steal apples from the tree. It is autumn now, and the apples are ripe, all the red ones and the one golden one at the top. Esmery spares them barely a glance and calls instead for the merchant’s bride in furs.


    “Sit,” the bride says, taking one look at her flushed face and dusty feet, and gives her a drink of water and a red apple from the tree. “I know you. You are the one from the window.”


    Knowing that she has been seen, and remembered, makes Esmery blush up to her hairline. “My father’s man is coming for you,” she says. “My father does not like to be told no.”


    “I’m not afraid of him,” the bride says, and smiles lazily. “I’ve hunted wild bears. He is not a bear.”


    “No, but bears can’t plot against you.”


    The bride thinks about this, then kisses Esmery swiftly. No one has ever kissed Esmery before. None of her slow-witted suitors ever made her feel like she does when she touches this strange wild woman in furs.


    “Tell me something,” says the woman in furs. “If I asked you to come away with me, would you?”


    Esmery’s head is spinning. It’s too much, too quickly. “Come away where?”


    “Anywhere. North. Somewhere that isn’t here.”


    Esmery thinks of her father, and endless lessons, and suitors who are dull as the dirt beneath her bare feet. “Yes,” she says. “Yes, in a heartbeat.”


    “Do you trust me?”


    “Yes,” Esmery says.


    When the magistrate’s man arrives at last with his folded, cream-colored paper, Esmery is gone and the woman in furs says, “I have heard that your master is seeking a husband for his daughter.”


    “I do not think that is pertinent to—”


    “Just listen,” the bride tells him. “I would like to make an offer to your master. I have heard of his daughter’s rare beauty.”


    The courier nods, for yes, his master’s daughter is very beautiful.


    “And I know that her father seeks to find someone to wed her, but none of her suitors are good enough, and of those who are good enough, she will not take any of them.”


    This, too, is true.


    “I would like to offer your master the use of my apple tree.” She points into the courtyard behind her. “Tell him that whoever shoots the golden apple from the top of the tree may have his daughter’s hand in marriage. This is a feat that must surely impress her.”


    It is really a good offer. The courier takes it back to the magistrate, who is skeptical. “What does she want in return?”


    “She asked for nothing.”


    Unlikely. But still, it changes nothing, and perhaps it would make his daughter cease her choosiness, and select a man from the ones who come seeking her hand.


    •


    Word goes out throughout the town, through the surrounding fields and villages, that all suitors for Esmery’s hand should come to the merchant’s house three days hence.


    Three days later, a crowd throngs the courtyard under the apple tree. All the young men from the best families have come. Esmery is there, too, in a demure green gown.


    The magistrate stands before the crowd and holds out his hand. “To whoever shoots the golden apple from the top of the tree, I offer my daughter’s hand and the finest horse from my stables to carry her to her new home.”


    The horse, a beautiful gray charger, is brought out to be admired. Esmery stands to be admired, too, very like the horse. But when the bride walks forth in her finery, Esmery thinks her heart might have stopped in her chest.


    The bride wears her red deerskin, tied in such a way that one of her shoulders is bare. Her legs are bare too, long and lean. She carries her bow, and her long knife hangs at her hip. Everyone stares. The children watching from the top of the wall cheer, then fall silent at their parents’ glares.


    Esmery leans forward and wishes that she could touch the smooth brown skin; then she is shocked at her own boldness.


    And so the contest begins. Lots are drawn to see who will fire the first arrow. It looks very easy. But one man after another sees his arrow clatter uselessly to the cobblestones.


    And this is no surprise to the bride in furs. The previous night, she climbed the tree as swift as a squirrel, and tied the golden apple to its branch with a firm twist of leather. No matter whether their arrows strike home or not, no one can dislodge the apple.


    At last all the suitors have tried, and they stand looking humbled and disappointed. Then the bride in furs steps forward. “It is a very difficult shot, I see,” she says. “May I try?”


    There is some laughter. The magistrate cannot resist the desire to see her humbled in front of all her adoring students. “Certainly,” he says, waving a magnanimous hand.


    So the bride in furs draws her most special arrow, with all the secret names of the wind written upon its shaft. She aims it not at the apple, but a few finger-widths above, where the knot is tied. Her aim is perfect. The knot separates and the golden apple falls down, down, to be caught in the bride’s outstretched hand.


    She turns and present it to the astonished magistrate with a bow.


    Recovering, he wheezes, “You cannot wed my daughter. You are not a man!”


    “You said that any who shoots the apple from the tree may wed her, my lord,” the bride in furs tells him. “You did not say they must be men.”


    His astonishment cannot hold for long. The bride springs to the back of the gray stallion, and holds out a hand for Esmery, who without hesitation allows herself to be drawn up. The golden apple falls at the magistrate’s feet. The bride wheels the stallion about, and as she does so, the apple tree tilts and begins to fall. She had spent most of the night very carefully cutting through its great gnarled trunk, and then just as carefully removing all evidence of this deed. The tree’s weight was so delicately balanced that only the golden apple held it in place. Now, it tips and falls, as the onlookers flee, and rips a hole in the courtyard wall, letting in a spill of morning sun.


    The gray charger leaps over the apple tree with the two women on his back, and his hooves pound the cobblestones, carrying them away. The bride gives a shrill whistle, and the two hunting dogs spring out of the alley to join them, one on each side.


    “They will be after us,” Esmery gasps, leaning on the bride’s shoulder and clinging with both hands around her waist.


    “I enjoy a chase, don’t you?”


    “But—what of your husband?”


    “Come north,” the bride says, “and meet him yourself. He is an interesting man. He loves to travel and says this town is a cage for him; he has little use for his house here, but I wanted to see for myself. He is, I think, the sort of husband who would not mind if I bring home a bride of my own. If you want to.”


    Esmery’s answer is a wild, joyous cry. Her heavy green skirt flows over the horse’s powerful haunches, threatening to slow them down, so she takes the bride’s long knife and cuts it away, leaving only a short ragged fringe that barely covers her lap.


    “Where are we going?” she asks as the horse thunders out of town. He is not even breathing hard yet.


    “North,” the bride says, and they race away under the risen sun, as a ragged scrap of green fabric flutters to the road behind them.


    •
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    I spent every day of my first decadi in Savaurac staring at the likeness of a girl on a notice for corsets. I figured she was long dead of the clap, or maybe she only ever lived in some garret artist’s absinthe-blind eye, but she was a very pretty girl: deep bosom, low waist, and the sable hair shared by most of her people.


    “Your figure will assume beautiful outlines.” That was written below her picture, along with the name of the corsetmaker.


    The paper was pasted on the wall beside my Da’s special table, where he sat to score the matches. I sat there to labor over our application for residence, listening to the thump of fists on the training bags and running my fingertips over my knuckles, where the fight calluses were already softening.


    The fight club used old notices for wallpaper because it was a poor sort of place, same as why they strewed the floor with sawdust and the shells of nuts, and most of the tables had one leg shorter than the others. The owner, though, Mr. Karinen, had promised work for Da if we came to Savaurac, and so we had.


    The day I finished our immigration paperwork, Benno Karinen, the owner’s son, was going around the walls with a whalebone scraper, taking down the stained notices and pasting up fresher ones. When he got to where I sat, he went by me like I wasn’t anything, and set his paste bucket right on my table and his scraper to the top of the notice for corsets.


    “Leave that one,” I said.


    Benno looked down all haughty and went right back to scraping.


    “I said leave it!”


    His whalebone tore right through the ribboned curls on the girl’s head.


    I stood up then. Benno was just above my height and three stone heavier. I hit out straight for his nose.


    Two decadis at least since I’d been in the ring last, what with packing up our things in Kervostad and getting set up here in Savaurac, and my fist had been getting thirsty for a face.


    I pulled Benno’s cork for him, blood raining down into the paste-bucket. I laughed out once before I could stop myself.


    Benno did, too, like he couldn’t believe it.


    “Da!” he said. “Da, come and see the straight on our Valma.” It came out a bit thick. He spat into the bucket and grinned at me with blood outlining his teeth. “Da, you didn’t tell me she was a fighter.”


    “Didn’t know it,” Mr. Karinen said, tossing his towel down and coming out from behind the bar. He eyed me from under a tangled ginger brow. “Well, little lady? How much do you weigh?”


    “I’m a welterweight, sir.”


    “Strapping girl, you have here, Igo,” he said to my Da. I tried to take my arm back, but he was still waving it. “How about it, Valma? Would you like to fight?”


    He held up an open palm for me to punch. I smacked my fist into it hard enough to make him wring his hand after.


    “Spirit, Igo,” he said, “she’s got your spirit. Let’s put her to spar with the lads tomorrow, see what she can do.”


    “Which I thought girls weren’t allowed in the ring here, sir,” I said. That much, Da had told me before we left, though I thought he only meant I would stop fighting before audiences, not that I would go without sparring or even bag-work.


    “By law, no,” Mr. Karinen said. “But there’s ways. For a girl raised by Igo Topponen, there’s ways.”


    My Da had taken the Kervostad Heavyweight Belt twice, when he was young. I could just barely remember: my Da with a lean-carved belly, sweat shining on him like oil under the galvanic lights of the ring. Someone holding his arm up high. Everyone shouting.


    He wasn’t a fighter now. He was an old man with both ears cauliflowered and his hair razored close to his scarred scalp. He had given me his salt-rotted wraps and gloves and sent me up between the ropes while he watched from outside. He came past Mr. Karinen and took my other arm and raised it, proud as if I was a winner already, and with his mouth smiling wide I could see the two teeth he broke on Selmo Voroven’s fist the year I was born.


    I felt the muscles in my arms knotting up with eagerness. I was his daughter, no doubt of it. Maybe I’d end up with teeth to match his after all.


    •


    “How’d you like a match next decadi?” said Mr. Karinen.


    I’d been sparring with his lads since Plum-day, my knuckles scuffing open and seeping into my wraps. My Da poured vinegar over them until they finally healed over into dark pink scars.


    “Yes, sir!” I said. “Which I’ll do you and Da proud.”


    “No doubt of it, Valma, no doubt of it. There’s one thing, though, you see. The Provosts, they won’t allow lasses in the ring. There’s lasses among the Provosts, not that you can tell them for such without a hair on their heads. Why they can do magic but not fight, I don’t know, but it’s the Provosts’ law to make and ours to live under. But I know just the fellow who will help.”


    Hanno Jalmarinen, charm-master, lived behind a copperworked door at the end of a long alley. He measured me up and down with his little pale eyes and then made me stand still for a half-hour while he did mysteries about me, and then he went to his workbench and muttered over a bit of metal for a moment.


    Two hundred soldats, it cost Mr. Karinen, and I thought it a vast sum indeed, but when I put on the charm Mr. Karinen said it was excellent work.


    The charm was a fine copper ring to go about my littlest finger, flat enough that it would not be felt beneath my wraps, let alone my gloves. “Mind you never take it off,” Mr. Karinen said. “And keep it secret. The Provosts have laws on everything.”


    I did not feel any different with it on, but when I took it home and showed Benno, he stared and stared.


    “Shut your mouth, you downy idiot,” I told him. Only my voice came out a bit lower, and cracked halfway.


    Benno didn’t shut his mouth.


    I looked in the mirror we used for shadowboxing. “I look the same,” I said, disappointed. Maybe my face was a bit more square, my neck thicker. I stood sideways and craned at myself.


    “No, you don’t,” Benno said.


    “What’s so changed, then?”


    But he only shook his head and punched me in the shoulder and told me to get my wraps.


    •


    My first match fell on Madder-day, in a basement club on the poorest street in the Quarter. I fought Luko Vannen, who weighed four pounds less than me and had both eyes blacked from a previous fight. I blacked one of them for him all over again and laid him out at the end of the third round. My own eyebrow was cut and blood spattered the front of my singlet, and the crowd roared for me, such as they were, a double handful of factory workers and a few all-day drinkers. For me. I had not heard the sound since leaving home, and it was as sweet to me as the taste of water washing the metal-sour spit from my mouth.


    I fought again a half-decadi later: a fellow with hands like granite already and heavy muscle twining over his shoulders above the torn neck of his singlet. I walked in thinking I was a fine gritty fighter, and I walked out with my tooth stuck through my inner lip.


    I went straight home and found Benno behind the bar and spat out a mouthful of my own salty blood onto the sawdust at his feet. “Which you might’ve tried to hit me proper!” I said, spraying a bit.


    “Eugh,” he said, and wiped at his sleeve. “What are you on about?”


    “Pulling your punches when you spar with me,” I said.


    “I never.”


    “You know I’m a lass. That fellow didn’t. And he hit me twice as hard as you.”


    “Maybe he’s just better—”


    “He’s a welterweight, Benno. You’re nearly a heavyweight.”


    “I’ve four pounds to go—”


    I punched him in the ear as hard as I could.


    He swore and shook it off. “You want me to treat you like a lad?” And he floored me with a straight that broke my nose.


    I sat in the sawdust, hands cupped under my chin, Benno standing over me. “Your Da’s had most of the training of you,” he said. “And he’s known you were a lass all your life.” I don’t know if Da heard, but the next time he was working my defense, he jabbed me right over my taped nose. While I tried to wipe the water from my eyes, he followed up with a couple of hooks that knocked me sideways into the ropes.


    I wanted to embrace him, but the bell hadn’t gone yet, so I bounced up and under his guard and pummeled him in the ribs until it did.


    •


    Benno and I waited until our fathers were busy with the night’s fighters and the usual fellow had arrived to tend bar. In the green room, Benno put on his Savaurin greatcoat and gave me one of his jackets.


    I had my charm on, of course, and my hair queued like a man’s. We took a few soldats from the tip jar, Benno filled his flask with the stuff his Da kept on the bottom shelf, and we strolled over to Rue Prosper.


    The theatre had a front like a tart’s bodice, all carmine velvet ruffles. Inside it was far too warm, and the lamp-oil was scented laudanum-sweet. Men and lads shuffled in and doffed their hats and bought glasses of gin from a girl at the back.


    Benno and I passed the flask back and forth and I began to yawn; I’d been training in the morning and my shoulders had that pleasant deep ache.


    Benno prodded me in the side and then snatched his hand back. “You don’t even feel like a girl,” he whispered.


    I prodded him back, in the soft flesh of his belly. “You do.”


    Then a man started playing a hurdy-gurdy, and the curtain rushed upward, and I got my first sight of Amandine Azur. She wore a plume upon her head and she danced with two great feather fans, flirting them before and behind so that now you could see only her eyes and the plume, and now a swift glimpse of her whole body.


    She gazed at me, I swore she gazed at me, but when I said so at the end of her set, Benno scoffed and looked superior and made me come away without speaking to her, and I did not even learn her name until we were out of doors again and I saw it on the notice fixed to the theatre’s façade. They had drawn her peeping sideways over the fans, and the likeness was very good, delicate lines of ink capturing the snap of her brilliant eye.


    I came back the next day. She was not seeing visitors, so I spoke with the gin-girl and left a note on one of my fight notices to come and see me at Karinen’s, and I said that she would be let in free if she wanted. But I did not see her in the crowd the night of my fight, and because I dropped my guard to look, I lost.


    •


    I went back to see Amandine’s show, sitting at the rear of the theatre beside the drafty door. That first time, I did not speak to her; I was tongue-cursed, brave enough only to look.


    The second time, I came up to the base of the stage, and she looked down at me and flicked the feather in her hair and winked at me. Then she did the same to the fellow next to me. He was a grey-headed Savaurin with a sailor’s weatherworn face and half his teeth knocked awry. I turned and left. The third time, I gave the gin-girl a soldat to show me the rear door of the theatre, and I waited there for Amandine to come out. When she did—muffled in a long grey gown and a black coat, carrying a plain reticule—she saw me and checked, wary for a second, and then she came forward and touched her gloved hand to my cheek. I felt the nap of velvet.


    Amandine smiled. Her lips were still rouged. She said, “You look a sweet lad, you do, and I can see you didn’t mean to frighten me, but you mustn’t lie in wait for a lady, you know.”


    “I only wanted to ask you if you’d dine with me at Travere’s.”


    “Ah,” she said. “A generous offer, and if I were a mercenary lass, I would take you up on it. But no amount of generosity will make me yours. It is not in my nature to love you.”


    “How do you know?” I said, which I was sorry for a moment later, for of course she would know her own nature.


    She only rolled her fine eyes a little. “Be sweet, and do not keep me,” she said. “My mama waits up for me.”


    So I stepped aside and watched her walk down the alley toward Rue Marquette; but I looked away quickly, because though I could pay a soldat to watch her unrobed, it felt wrong to stare now that she was in everyday dress.


    •


    Mr. Karinen called me over one morning as I finished training. I toweled sweat from my face and hair and came to lean on the bar, unwinding my wraps.


    “Hanno Jalmarinen, the charm-master, he’s been taken,” he said.


    “Taken?”


    “By the Provosts, for breaking their Law.”


    I thought of the Provosts I’d seen: like vultures with their black uniforms and bald heads, all the hair shaven right off, even the eyebrows. They were supposed to be able to suck your strength away with the touch of a fingertip. “What will they do to him?”


    “Hang him, most like,” Mr. Karinen said, shrugging. “The question is what will they do to us.”


    “But we didn’t—” I stopped, seeing the glint of my copper ring as I unwound the stained length of my wrap.


    “He wouldn’t give up his customers a’purpose,” Mr. Karinen said. “But they have ways and ways.”


    “Can we get him out?” I said.


    Mr. Karinen shook his head. “Which there’s no escaping from under the Provosts’ eye. But we can be careful not to draw that eye our way. You keep that ring on night and day, Valma…Valmo, I mean to say. You’re a lad now, your fight records show it. No going back.”


    He didn’t seem to mind much about the hanging, but I did. The day of it, in early Frimaire, I borrowed Benno’s finest jacket and queued up my hair and went early to get a spot.


    There was a chilly mist, and the crowds were sparse. I came up close enough to see Hanno Jalmarinen’s face, thinner and pouchier than I remembered.


    His eyes found mine. I wasn’t sure if he recognized me, or if his own work called out to him somehow. He did not speak, but his mouth twisted to one side.


    Then they put the black hood over his head, and then the noose.


    I stayed for the drop, but once the crowd began clamoring for locks of the dead man’s hair—they thought it lucky, in Savaurac—I turned away.


    A girl in the crowd saw me as I slipped by, and caught at my sleeve. “Care to share some chestnuts?”


    I jerked my coat from her grasp, and I went to get drunk.


    •


    I took a few dizzy wrong turns on my way back to the Quarter and found myself standing before the notice. It was a different drawing by now, but still Amandine’s face, eyes alight with wonderful secrets.


    Her act was nearly over but I paid my soldat, pushed right up to the front, and watched her from there, so close I could smell her hyssop scent. I laid my cheek against the scrollwork at the foot of the stage. My eyes were only a foot away from Amandine’s slippers, emerald velvet. At the end of her dance she slid one foot forward so that it nearly touched my lips.


    I did not move. Men applauded Amandine and threw soldats onto the stage, and the two gin-girls began herding them out and I kept still, only reaching my hand to trace where she had stepped.


    She came out from backstage, after a while, when there were only a few drunkards lolling in their seats and me there entranced.


    She wore a dressing-gown now, and plainer slippers that crossed the stage and stopped before me.


    “Someone’s going to come in a moment to chuck you out,” she said.


    I rolled my head to see her face, far up high and haloed by the chandelier. “Can you stay here until they do?”


    She laughed and extended her foot to nudge my shoulder.


    “No, lad, I’m trying to save you from a rough exit.”


    “Not a lad,” I said.


    “Oh—” laughing harder “—you’re a full-grown man, then? All the same—”


    I let go of the scrollwork and groped around to pull off the copper ring.


    Amandine’s face changed entirely: all the sparkling tease dropped away and her brows went up sharply. She opened her mouth and took a breath.


    I did not hear what she said, though—I had to bend down below the scrollwork to vomit up a few hours’ worth of gin. When I raised up my head again she was gone. I felt my empty stomach twist. I said her name, and the sound echoed in the empty theatre.


    But she came down the steps at the side of the stage and wrapped her slim arms around my shoulders and helped me to stand.


    “Come quick,” she said. “No, leave the ring off, I can’t have a lad in my dressing room.”


    Her dressing room held a wash-stand and a little table covered with pots of rouge and things I didn’t recognize, and a posy of hothouse violets. She sat me down on a sturdy chair and took a more delicate one for herself. I leaned my elbows on my knees and held my head.


    “I will dine with you at Travere’s,” she said, “if the offer still stands.”


    “Why?” I said, wishing I could make my eyes fix upon her face.


    “I didn’t know then you were a girl,” she said. “You didn’t mention that.”


    She reached out to push my hair from my face. Her fingernails were painted poison-green.


    And that’s all I know of the night. The morning, I remember better—waking on the floor beside the chair, covered in Amandine’s wrap. Tucked in my pocket, a note I could barely read, as it was in Savaurin and Amandine’s script was terrible.


    I got Benno to read me the note. It said Amandine would come and see me, and it asked me whether I liked myself better with the ring, or without.


    “You took it off for her?” Benno said, brows up. “You know you’re to wear it always.”


    “I was drunk,” I said. “It fell off while I was casting up my accounts.”


    “Mind it doesn’t happen again,” Benno said. “The Provosts are over-strict about such things.”


    “Over-strict,” I echoed, and I thought of the sound of Hanno Jalmarinen’s voice, gurgling in his throat, stopped by the rope.


    •


    I, Valmo Topponen, took the Quarter Amateur Welterweight Belt on Ash-day at the end of Ventôse. To do it, I beat ten other lads in three days. Some of those fights were easy enough, some weren’t, and one left me so done-up I vomited into the blood-bucket as soon as the referee let go my hand—but that was the last one.


    I stood under the hot galvanic lights while a gentleman from the Fight Board buckled the belt about my waist, and I tried not to cast up my accounts again. An artist from the Daily Clarion scribbled my likeness and asked me how to spell my patronym, which I had to tell him I did not know what he meant. Mr. Karinen set him straight, and shook hands with a great many people, and accepted the winner’s purse on my behalf.


    And then there was Da, smiling wide as wide, giving me water to rinse my mouth and pulling over my head a stained old jumper that had been his for this same purpose.


    And there was Amandine, and I forgot everyone else. She had brought me an armful of ivy-leaves and hothouse lilies. I crushed them between us as I kissed her, lily-pollen sticking to the trails of blood over my breastbone, her fingers winding in the sweaty queue of my hair.


    When I had washed up, I took a handful of soldats from my winner’s purse and took Amandine to Travere’s, as promised. The seats were high-backed booths with finials shaped like pineapples. The other patrons were artists and poets in extravagant hats. We had mussels and sopped up their broth with bread, and drank dry white wine from the southern estates.


    My hands had swelled with all the work they’d been doing; the ring was chafing my finger, and I was tired of standing to piss. I went out to the privy a lad and came back a lass in the same clothing. Amandine smiled broad when she saw me and stood up to kiss me on both cheeks and then the mouth, and poured me another glass of wine.


    I did not see if anyone else noticed, because I had eyes for nothing but the flush on Amandine’s cheeks and the way her hair was coming down on one side, and the prim collar of her everyday frock brushing the corner of her jaw.


    I brought her back to my room that night and we stayed awake until very late, trying to be quiet in the hush of the Quarter’s curfew.


    •


    I wasn’t at the club when the Provosts arrived. Benno was the one who had to let them in, and he said he forgot everything he knew: offered to pull them a pint even though they never take ale, nearly touched one of their hands when he set out their cups of water. They left behind a summons for me to come to the question room at the nearest Watchtower.


    I couldn’t read all of the summons, but I saw my name. I put my finger on the paper to hold it still while I spelled out the rest.


    Benno made a sound. Too late. The summons caught me right away. My hand left the paper and my feet began walking toward the door. “Grab my jacket!” I called over my shoulder to Benno, but I couldn’t stop walking—he had to walk along beside me and help put my arms in the sleeves, because the summons wouldn’t let me stop swinging them either.


    “I don’t want to go by myself!” I said.


    “Then you should’ve left the bloody paper alone! Valma—I can’t leave the bar untended, I have to—”


    “Go, go,” I said. “Send my Da, if you can!”


    My feet took me up the street at a fair clip, never letting me swerve for a horse-pat or a loose cobble.


    I arrived at the Watchtower with a stubbed toe and a temper, and my feet marched me right up to a desk where a Watch recruit wrote in a ledger and my mouth said, “Valmo Topponen of Karinen’s, welterweight, reporting as summoned.”


    Then the summons let go of my tongue and I added, “Which you could have waited until I had my lunch!”


    The recruit rolled his eyes and wrote laboriously. I stood. I tried to turn about and walk out, but apparently the magic was still on me to prevent that happening.


    After a few minutes the recruit sighed loudly and stood up and beckoned me to follow. He took me into a room and sat me on a single chair facing a line of nicer chairs.


    Ten or fifteen minutes wore by. I heard the half-hour bells ring, up in the tower. Then I forgot to be bored and furious, because the Provosts came in. I’d never seen them up close before. It seemed to be true they shaved all their hair, even their eyebrows; it made them look as if they were glaring. A man and a woman, both in their high-collared black coats. The woman sat in one of the nice chairs and looked at me, and the man came and stood behind me and laid his fingertips on the side of my neck.


    I flinched. Couldn’t help it. His hand was cold.


    “Remove your ring,” he said.


    “What? No—it’s a, it’s a birthright, sir, I’m not supposed to —”


    “You may address me as Provost. Remove your ring.”


    This time it came with a push, just like the summons. My one hand went to the other hand and started tugging, and it wasn’t gentle either.


    I felt the charm come off. I’d never felt it so before: my skin prickling uncomfortably where it stretched or shrank, my balance shifting as my weight settled lower.


    The Provost across from me watched. I wanted to ask her to look away, but I could feel my throat changing and I did not know which voice would come out.


    When I was all lass again, the Provost rose and came to me and took the ring. “We can’t let you keep this, Valmo,” she said.


    “Or Valma, I suppose. The Law states that no one not of Savaurin descent may use the arts within Savaurac.”


    “That means all magic,” said the other Provost, still with his fingertips on my neck. “Copper or otherwise.”


    “But how will I fight?” I said.


    “The Law states you can’t do that either,” said the woman Provost. “Though we’re willing to let you off with just a fine for that one. For the charm, you’ll have to spend a decadi in Mazonval Gaol.”


    “She is not quite of age,” said the man Provost.


    “Ah,” said the woman. “Then we shall summon her patron to take the penalty. Excuse me.”


    “Wait—” I moved to follow her, but the other Provost laid his hand on my shoulder, and without my will, my legs folded again and I fell back onto the chair.


    •


    They kept Mr. Karinen. Ten days in the Gaol, they said. They gave me a slip of paper stating this, and told me I could come back tomorrow to pay my fine.


    I watched Mr. Karinen shackled and marched out between a pair of Provost cadets. He looked furious and baffled and not very large. They led him out through a side gate and would not let me follow.


    When I took the paper back to Benno, he tried to tear it in half, but it was some kind of charmed paper and it held firm. “This is on you,” he said, holding it up and fluttering it before my eyes. “This is all on you.” And he struck my face.


    I did not fight him. I ran away.


    •


    The theatre was just opening. Carlette, the gin-girl, gave me a bit of steak from her dinner to hold to my swelling cheek. She was used to me by then, so I did not think she would think it odd of me to show up bruised, but she must have noticed something different, for she said I could go through to Amandine’s dressing room to wait.


    Amandine caught up with me at the backstage door, though. She was wearing a corset trimmed with jet beads, and her hair was pomaded into a smooth helmet with a single curl loose at her cheek. She saw from my face that something was wrong, and she pulled me behind a scrim painted with topiary, set her palms to my shoulders, and looked into my face.


    “I’m going on in two minutes,” she said. “Tell me quick.”


    “I have to leave Savaurac,” I blurted.


    She took a breath through parted lips, and her brow furrowed.


    “My patron’s in gaol, my charm’s confiscated and I can’t fight as a girl. Was that quick enough?”


    Amandine hushed me with a finger to my lips. “Wait. Wait for me. Right here. Promise you’ll wait.”


    I promised. She touched my split cheek, a velvet-light touch like a moth landing and flying away again, and she went onstage.


    I watched her from there, from the wings, carpet-bag at my feet. The music sounded tinny at this angle, muffled, but Amandine looked sharper and brighter than ever. Now and again when her face was hidden from the audience by one of her great feather fans, she would turn her eyes to me, and I would move a little so she might see me in the shadows, still waiting.


    The dance ended. She received her applause and collected her gifts. And as soon as ever she could, she found me again behind the scrim painted with topiary, and she embraced me, careless now of the paint on her face.


    “I will come with you,” she whispered into my neck. “I will come with you wherever you go.”


    So I kissed her and crumpled her pomaded hair in my hands and kissed her more.


    •


    I spent the night on Amandine’s mama’s settee, and in the morning I went to the Provosts and used what was left of my winner’s purse to pay the fine.


    I went back to Karinen’s to find my Da. Benno shouted when he saw me, and chased me out.


    But Da came running after me, up the street, his fist closed tight around something. “Valma,” he said. “Valma.” And he opened his fist and pressed into my hands one of the gilt rosettes off the Quarter Amateur Welterweight Belt. “Show this to my old sparring partner in Kervostad,” he said. “Tell him how you won it. He’ll set you up.”


    I threw my arms around him. He huffed out a labored breath.


    “You won’t think of coming with me?” I said.


    “It will take Benno and me to keep the place running while Mr. Karinen’s locked up,” he said; and I knew he was thinking of the year he’d spent looking for work at home, the shame of it and the boredom. “But you,” he said. “You need to go where you can fight.”


    So I stowed the rosette in the innermost pocket of my jacket, kissed my Da’s cheek, and went to meet Amandine.


    “Kervostad,” she said, when I told her. “I hope they like Savaurin burlesque-girls.”


    “I don’t think they’ve ever seen one.” I took the heavier of her cases and we began walking together toward the Quai.


    “Will they let you fight as a lad?”


    “Better: they’ll let me fight as a lass,” I said. “I did already, a little, before we left.”


    Amandine’s mouth pursed; even without her crimson stage-paint, her lips were dark and fresh-looking, and I wanted to kiss her, only she looked as if she was thinking about something serious.


    “I will miss Valmo,” she said, “if I never see him again.”


    “I’ll miss him, too,” I said. “But I don’t have the charm.”


    “Let’s get another. There must be magicians in Kervostad.”


    “It will cost us—”


    Amandine fluttered a violet-nailed hand like an ostrich fan. “I’m a very good dancer.”


    I did stop and kiss her, then. It wasn’t until we began walking again that I realized we were crossing the square where Hanno Jalmarinen had been hanged. And I was sorry to leave my Da, and my patron, and even Benno, but I was not sorry to leave Savaurac.


    Kervostad, as it turned out, liked Savaurin burlesque-girls very much.


    •
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    Tau bit deeper with her paddle, and green water hushed beneath the oka hull. Nhia sat in the bow, as serene as when they had pushed off from Ia that sunrise to a farewell ululation. Her fingertips trailed in the smooth ocean, eyes unfocused on the fins that kept time beneath the oka or searching further forward to their destination five sunrises hence.


    Tau fell into a paddling cadence, and Nhia’s sweet harmony twined thoughtlessly around her bark-rough voice.


    Nhia’s easy joy sang at odds with the impending rise of the Stone Moon.


    Death awaited them at the end of their journey.


    Tau risked glances at Nhia’s bared breasts. Like many Stone Maidens, Nhia gathered sun to her as she did eyes. Tau reasoned her hands would fit Nhia’s small and pert breasts, though her gourd remained empty when it came to touching a Stone Maiden. She had to be content with looking. Nhia was unashamedly content to let her look, needing little prompting to show off her kiho-nut brown skin, unusual light grey eyes, and virility; she was the only one in a generation born on Ia under a Stone Moon.


    Tau resented her own breasts. Her chest ached, and not from exertion. Kah, she sighed to herself, twitching her keenly muscled upper arms in an effort to find a more comfortable position for her heavy breasts; the stiff, new kiho fabric wrap, a gathering gift from chieftess Lau’Ia’Maa, rubbed them tender.


    At least I will get through the gathering before I am indisposed for this rotation of the great keel.


    The Ia-mother’s figure floated in Tau’s mind; her heavy breasts, striped by sun, time and nurturing, and her tattooed lips forming the parting words which had sent Tau off with a grin and roll of the eyes.


    “Everyone is encouraged to ride their own wave, but you can’t ignore the plethora of enough potential seed mates awaiting you at the gathering, Tau’hene.”


    With her gaze straying from the naumu-like water to the figure in the bow, Tau smiled and offered a little kia and curse to virility as she tried to pretend the heat between her thighs had only to do with the sun. She fell into daydream, imagining the child begat from her seed mingled with Nhia’s.


    The conceit couldn’t last. If Nhia was allowed to survive the Stone Moon gathering, her rare seed would be in demand. A maiden would never grant a keel-woman, a common carver and moon-gazer, the opportunity to procreate with her, Tau decided with a long kah of regret.


    Both women scented the change in the sea before they saw the shoals of the reeflet. Tau chanted off the fifth verse of the Travellers From Ia cadence and discovered they had missed a sand bar. She added a lilt to the verse as a way to notate the shifting geography.


    Nhia balanced easily and eagerly, an image of Ia On The Mountain, one foot braced against the bow head. “I am starving. I have been looking forward to this all morning.”


    Tau grunted as she aimed for the narrow opening in the oblong reef. The Water Moon tide had just turned, and the oka shot between the gap in the subsurface rocks. The reeflet was empty of the usual fisher folk spearing peuru worms and gathering mollusks, in respect for the passing Stone Maidens.


    “You prepare that fermented wiro-fruit juice, I will be right back.”


    Tau had to look away as Nhia stripped off her wrap and slipped over the edge of the oka, a shining eel. She returned with two peuru still twisting on the end of her spear and a handful of link-shells. Oblivious to the way Tau’s eyes drank in her ocean-dusted skin and dark ropes of hair that clung to her throat, Nhia carefully manipulated the oozing orange innards out of the peuru with her thigh knife onto a bark shell, expertly avoiding the poison-tipped spines.


    With a flick of her knife tip, she threw the now-limp worm casings back into the water to be returned to the circle of coral life. The hopeful wind-dancing witi birds knew better than to make a dive for the dangerous husks. Unable to wait, the women licked the sweet gizzard off their fingers, humming in pleasure.


    “Lau’maa believes peuru paste is good for baby making,” Nhia said as they watched their meal turn a deep sun red as it steeped in the wiro juice. Still dangling over the edge of the oka, she kicked her feet in the water. “Maybe I will be lucky this time.”


    Tau prodded Nhia with a glance as sharp as the tip of her spear. “This is only your second Stone Moon of fertility. You were too young the last time.”


    “Other islands would disagree.” Nhia’s kicking turned the oka in a circle around the rock anchor Tau had thrown in.


    “Ia is not other islands, nor any other mother,” Tau growled, cracking a link-shell with the handle of her hip knife and slurping at its waiting treasure.


    “Do you remember the last Stone Moon?” Nhia asked, discarding an empty link-shell into the water.


    “Of course,” Tau replied. “I may have been young and a little preoccupied with lesser things, but one never forgets their first Stone moonrise.”


    Nhia uttered a non-committal grunt and swung back into the oka, enfolding herself in her brightly painted wrap. She then pointed at the freshest carvings along the inner bulwarks of their vessel. “Lesser things? Do you count your sisters and cousins and cadences lesser than moon-gazing now?”


    Tau’s face tightened beneath its already fine crust of salt. She scooped up a finger-full of peuru paste, indicating its readiness. “That is not what I meant.”


    Nhia laughed and punched her lightly in the bicep. “I fathom, you tide-washed fool. You have always been an easy tease.”


    “I wish you would refrain.”


    “We all wish for many things, but some are not destined to come to us in any good time.”


    Startled by the wistfulness of Nhia’s tone, Tau’s glance was not quick enough to catch her out. Nhia’s interest had been captured by a darting school of coral fish.


    They passed the rest of the afternoon in polite but taut snatches of conversation before putting in for the night at an uninhabited islet. They made camp above the tide lines near the smattering of kiho trees, Tau coal-roasting the moon fish Nhia had deftly speared from the shallows.


    After sucking the husk of a spicy wiro-fruit dry, the quiet tension washed away with the tide as they laughed and pointed out stray pips and scales around each others mouths.


    “Why did you volunteer to be my keel-woman?” Nhia asked, running her sinuous tongue around her lips to capture the leftovers before stretching her long neck to stare up at the rising Blood Moon as it kissed shoulders with the setting Water Moon.


    Tau had to look away. Choosing an empty hardwood slate and a sharp, shaved naumu stone, she judged the angles of the celestials and made quick, deft cuts. “One does not volunteer to be a keel-woman at a gathering. It is an honor to be chosen.”


    “Do not take me for some storm-tossed flotsam,” Nhia growled, more teasing than angry. “A chieftess’s daughter comes with privileges.”


    “We are all daughters of the chieftess—”


    Nhia’s inelegant snort cut off Tau’s protest. “You in more ways than one. I fathom you try very hard not to be, but you are her favorite.”


    Tau frowned at her slate; the simple pictographic of the moons, she had cut accurate and neat. Koro would be pleased. “You seem to fathom more about me than I do. I am neither the oldest nor the youngest, nor the most intelligent, hardworking, nor fecund.”


    “Why speak so ill of yourself?” Nhia scolded, sounding much like Lau’maa in that moment, and Tau bit her lips to hide her own smile. “Gazer Koro would disagree. At least the intelligent and hard-working part.”


    Nhia made a crude gesture, and they giggled in unison at the thought of the elderly gazer working on the fecundity part.


    When Nhia gasped out, complete with funny faces and more hand gestures, that she’d seen Koro sneaking into old kihoweaver Maka’s wari, they fell about in further fits.


    When they sobered, Nhia hugged her knees and stared at Tau until Tau gusted a sigh that set sparks flying from the banked fire. “Perhaps I did suggest to Koro that it would be an excellent chance to document the rising of the first Stone Moon in twelve storm seasons by traveling further to the south and west,” Tau explained.


    “And even if that had not made enough of an impression on Lau’maa, it would have given you the chance to show off your superior carving skills. You would gain your very own vessel, even if you were not chosen from the five keel-women candidates.” Nhia’s teeth glinted gold in the firelight.


    Now it was Tau’s opportunity to snort. “Superior? Hardly.”


    Nhia paused, as if marshalling another of her peuru-sting retorts, but instead she lowered her voice and said, “Your oka is very beautiful. You gave a whole new life and meaning to that wiro-leaf trunk. You must chant me a cadence of its carving some time soon.”


    A whisper of impending death raised a ripple on Tau’s skin. She fumbled for another dismissal but finally mumbled her thanks.


    It was only after she had settled down in a sun-warmed, grass-lined sand hollow to silently track the path of stars did she ponder what had gone unsaid. Had Nhia guessed at Tau’s feelings, or had she accepted her effect on everyone as a given? Stone Maidens were allowed some arrogance, Tau thought; they had little choice in so many other things.


    The two of them played a game with quick glances, Nhia poking at the fire. Tau pondered whether she saw an invitation in the crinkle of Nhia’s eyes. But then it was gone as Nhia hummed a bawdy drinking song and looked away.


    Tau attacked her star carvings. Nhia, her Ia-sister, her friend, did not suffer pity gladly.


    •


    “You do not believe in the sacrifice.”


    Tau’s head jerked up as she snapped out of a light doze.


    She rubbed her eyes against the mid-afternoon glare off the water and tested her thoughts before her thick tongue got the best of her.


    Nhia paddled on, face impassive despite the sure-growing ache in her shoulders. Tau had seen her five year-old blood sister Mai’a with a better technique, but Nhia had insisted on learning something from the experience, even if it was about the formation of blisters.


    Tau washed the sleep fuzz from her mouth with a swill of fresh water from Nhia’s handmade gourd set to double as a gathering gift. “What makes you say that?”


    “You have not asked me to turn around and save myself,” Nhia replied, matter-of-fact. “It is traditional, you fathom.”


    “I fathom.” Tau splashed some ocean water on her hot face and looked off to the horizon, as if searching for the small atoll that would be their evening camp.


    The second day of their journey had been going well until that point. With only a little prompting, Nhia had helped Tau create her oka-building chant. Nhia’s sweet voice and her ability to choose just the right words made the felling, hollowing, and carving of the single wiro-leaf trunk over a span of two seasons sound quite the epic feat.


    Now she had gone and spoiled what had been a pleasant day on the water by bringing up politics.


    “Are you going to ask me turn around? To plead for my life, like all good keel-women are supposed to do?” Nhia stopped paddling and flashed a grin over her shoulder to take the salt-sting out of her words.


    Tau made a face and gestured at the paddle, though in truth she did not mind the slower pace Nhia’s efforts set. They were making excellent time and still had three days before the gathering began. Nhia set her face with a patient squint—another gesture eerily reminiscent of Lau’maa, though she was not a blood daughter of the chieftess—as she waited for Tau’s answer.


    “Then I must not be a good keel-woman.” Tau busied her eyes and hands by searching amongst the food sacks for a strap of dried eel.


    “On the contrary,” Nhia argued, dipping her paddle; the boat slipped through the water more or less smoothly. “You fathom the sea like no-one on Ia, and can chant the traveling cadence word-perfect. You can smell bad weather coming before I even see the clouds on the horizon. You paddle all day without complaint. And you are very pleasant company.”


    Tau snorted at the last as she handed over a hunk of eel. “The sun must be cooking your brains under all that hair,” she teased. “Perhaps you should put a hat on.”


    Nhia swotted away the favorite childhood insult like she would a salt-fly. “Answer the question.”


    Tau stretched eel skin from her teeth until it snapped. “I have forgotten.”


    Now it was Nhia’s turn to kah. “You are treating me like flotsam again, sister.” The emphasis on endearment was not entirely affectionate. “I see how you simply mouth the oldest of the cadences at island gatherings and flush red when the elders praise Ia’s exploits. I hear the words you substitute during Blood or Water or Stone tellings when you think no one notices.”


    Tau flushed, her cheeks and ears as hot as bad sunburn cut with salt crust.


    Nhia continued, “So you are not a traditionalist. That is fine by me. We can not let our future daughters and sisters drown beneath the tides of the future.”


    Tau choked on something between a cough and a laugh. “Storm-washed sky, what do you mean?”


    “Do you listen to anything your sisters talk about around the fires late at night?” Nhia kah’d, which became quick grunts as she pushed the oka forward by the power of her anger. “Or is your head forever up in the sky?”


    “The heat of the fire pit makes me sleepy,” Tau said cryptically, shading her eyes. Another oka had shimmered out of the haze ahead of them.


    Nhia sunk her paddle deeper in the water. Tau picked up the spare paddle and joined in the effort. “Then embers will be lost in the dark, and the ash will be scattered on cold ground,” Nhia replied just as cryptically between grunts.


    The other oka contained travelers heading for the gather: a Stone Maiden named Kai’Lei and her keel-woman Keke, from a closely grouped set of islands to sunsetward called Lai’Lei. Tau enjoyed the distraction of throwing chants back and forth between the boats. By the end of the day, five more okas had joined the procession. As sunset cast its wine-colored net, the travelers lashed their boats together and made the best of a night in the doldrums.


    Everyone shared the tasks all travelers had had drummed into them from the moment they could chant: someone brought out a large clay brazier, for cooking and cheer; another produced a seven-string luuk, fingering clever chants for each of the evening’s activities; someone else set up a fresh water still, weighting a polished piece of kiho fabric between a folding frame.


    Tau, as she erected their sleeping frame in their oka, stretching a large piece battered fabric to shape, bent a surreptitious whisper into Nhia’s ear. “There’s something strange about that keel-woman from Lai’Lei.”


    “Who, Keke?” Nhia had always been better with names.


    “Of course. He is a man.”


    Tau knocked her head on a post as she shot up straight. She rubbed her head and stared open mouthed. “Fathom that!”


    Nhia chuckled low in her throat as she gathered her spear, sighting down its length. “Has the wind swept your brains? You fathom what men look like.”


    “Koro is different. He is, well, old. He is one of us. I do not think of him as male.”


    Nhia rolled her wrap into a kawat around her hips and upper thighs before sliding into the water. Tau hitched up her own skirts and followed, squinting at the new sister-friend limned by the brazier he was setting.


    “But how do I chant in front of him?” Tau asked, stroking in place. “What is he doing as a keel-woman?”


    “How do you chant in front of your moon master?” Nhia sucked in air deeply, readying her lungs for a dive. “And I suspect he is more than just a keel-woman.”


    Tau stared at Nhia as the dying light swallowed her. It was not like her to sound so bitter. Refreshingly sarcastic yes, but never as twisted as a loka root. “What do you mean?”


    “Fathom, no? Have you not seen they only carry the essentials in their oka? Their island must be seed-rich. He is Kai’Lei’s gathering gift.”


    Nhia dived to supply the repast, showing off by swimming deep and long, bursting from the water with a wriggling catch ensnared on her spear. The firelight glinted off her thick-as-night hair, and water ran rivulets along her nut-colored skin as she delivered each fish with a grinning flourish. Tau’s worrying became boredom as the night wore on.


    There were no rules about not making friends with the maidens—this was the way many inter-island trade and seedpartnerships were formed—but there was an intricate weave to the relationships that Tau struggled to fathom.


    Tau watched Keke across the brazier as they shared their travelers’ banquet gleaned from ocean and varying delicacies from each oka, including gourds of fermented wiro-fruit juice.


    She tried to make herself feel attracted to him. Male seed was often welcome in some of the more distant communities. She fuzzily tried to recall Lau’s words about men, remembering her fond tone. She still had not decided whether to go back with her gourd filled.


    Keke laughed at everyone’s stories and sang sweetly, performing a nice moon-welcome hand dance as the two Sisters shimmered toward each other.


    But Tau could not do it. His chest and shoulders were too wide, his hips too narrow, and he had the breasts of a man. He would not be a good handful, she mused with a little kah.


    At least he was as polite as Koro, keeping his genitals tucked behind a pretty hip wrap. She knew what to do with them, but she just could not work up the mental image of doing that with him. Every time she tried to put Keke in the picture, he kept turning into Nhia. Tau finally gave up, slugged back juice, and held out her shell for more.


    During the repast, Nhia’s face remained as stony as the impending moon, and her usually enthusiastic voice stayed silent.


    Let her sulk, Tau mused. Perhaps a little competition for the gathering altar will rattle her wits.


    With her mind tossed like a small storm-tossed oka by the wiro-juice, another thought gripped Tau which she struggled to throw off like a wet mantle: she did not want to go back to Ia alone.


    Blinking away the effects of the juice and firelight, she settled into her oka’s bow for her nightly observations, comforted by the gentle slap of water and the creak and scrape of hull.


    “Any sign, sky-gazer?” came a low voice, startling her once again with its strangeness. She eked out a smile as Keke clambered across rocking okas. He maintained a respectful distance.


    “Look there, on the sunrise horizon.” Tau pointed her sharpened naumu. “Do you see that faint glow?”


    Keke’s vigorous nod rocked the boats. “Yes! I have seen that the last few nights.”


    “It is she, preparing to sail our skies and stir the seas to rapid fecundity.” Tau had to look away and make another mark on her current slate.


    “Very poetic.”


    Tau cheeks warmed beneath the salt crust. Lau’maa laughed in her head and whispered that men were just the same as women. Koro smiled down from the Water Moon, his face as seamed as its shimmering surface. Keke continued, his voice entwining her thoughts. “Do you still believe that Ia fished the first Stone Moon from the ocean, seeding our waters with the bounty that we enjoy today?”


    “That is a strange thing to ask a gazer.” Tau chuckled. She made another mark on the inside of her hull, marking the position of a star as it winked into being.


    “You fathom so many of the older chants, and you have such a nice turn of phrase,” Keke replied. “You must make a good storyteller.”


    Tau grimaced. “I prefer to be as far as possible from firelight on clear nights.”


    Keke’s chuckle demanded nothing. “So it seems.”


    Tau decided to take a dive. “Are you here to try and fathom me out? Find out something about Nhia?”


    Keke’s full laugh was as deep and booming as a coral roller. “Prickly as a peuru, and just as to the point. I like that. Yes, I fathom I am.”


    “She sings well.” Tau scratched absent-minded at the flaking salt crust on her skin.


    “I can hear that.” Keke’s chuckle kept moving with the tide.


    Tau paused, and then, prompted by the memory of the looks Nhia sent Keke’s way when he was not looking, she barreled on. “Nhia is fertile now.”


    Keke’s mouth snapped shut like an uglyfish out of water. Ah, so he did not smell the spiciness of the wiro-leaf she chewed and the peuru coming out in her skin, Tau thought. Perhaps Koro’s anecdotes had some merit—men were not as attuned to a woman’s ripeness.


    “Do not fret the knots that tie us all together under Ia’s soft gaze,” Tau assured him. “The others are not long off. Most of them will be ripe by the time the final selection of the gathering is made.”


    Keke was silent for a moment. Tau thought him restrained for not questioning who of the maidens she thought would not be ready in time. He finally looked up, his pretty dawn-green eyes lost beneath the tumble of sun lightened locks. His undemanding gaze unnerved her. “Do you ever wonder if the gathering is—”


    He broke off as he slipped over the side of his oka, barely making a sound as his skin met water. “Forgive me, sisterfriend, I speak out of turn.”


    He finished with a kah, then pushed off in a smooth breast stroke.


    “Yes, I do often wonder,” Tau said, too softly for him to hear. “More and more, these days.”


    •


    A treasure-trove of wood littered the half moon bay, but this was no mere storm debris. The finely carved hulls of many oka knocked a symphonic counterpoint to the hush of waves, pierce of ululations, and hoarse wail of shell horns. Hands fluttered with the voices and breeze. Smoke from numerous cooking fires and ceremonial braziers promised scents of mystery and delight. Skin of brown, burnished gold, ebony and copper flashed against a myriad of colored wraps and lush greenery.


    The days of the gathering had been spectacle enough to warrant a hundred new chants, but the nights had truly been a wonder. As a keel-woman, Tau had little time to enjoy the pleasures of the evening. Any time left her after primping, oiling, dressing, accompanying, introducing and ego-stroking Nhia was given over to the Stone Moon.


    Having escaped the fourth evening banquet and dance, Tau watched the almost-moon’s sliver shiver on the horizon. Her nightly observations were an in-held breath, shared with like-minds. This close to moon-rise, many were torn between their duties to their sisters and their gazing; for this moment she had the beach to herself.


    The moment the moon breached its ocean womb—surely only two or three nights away, Tau had calculated by celestial angles—someone would die.


    “There you are.”


    A pair of legs as familiar as her coral-etched shins whisked out of the bushes. “The Blood Moon wanes. You should be getting your rest.”


    Nhia gave an inelegant snort and plopped to the sand with the ease of the long limbed, which Tau envied. “The activities in the next wari made it a little difficult to sing to the Stone Mother.”


    Tau choked off her chuckle. “If Kai’Lei is caught—”


    Nhia flipped a hand. “No need to dip your oar too deep. Kai’Lei has, shall we say, been going for many long walks. I suspect she might even be sleeping on the sunriseward beach some nights.”


    “Keke?”


    “He is a very popular person.”


    Tau grunted and dug her naumu into the wood, skewering a star into place with more force than its luminosity required.


    “He has eyes for you, you fathom?”


    Tau’s chin shot up and she stared at her sister-friend defiantly.


    “I can smell it on you,” Nhia said, the light from the kissing moons casting hard shadows across the usually pretty angles of her face. “You are close to your Moon. If you so wished, you could beget a welcome seed together.”


    Tau used the same shadows to hide her blush. Nhia’s own fertile scent had become hard to shake. Tau’s late-night gazing excursions were also an excuse to avoid the infused air of the snug-thatched wari they shared. She often caught herself bending her face close to Nhia’s hair as she weaved in flowers, tiny shells or beach beads, prettying her for her next test.


    Their closeness in fertility made Tau’s belly twinge, as if in sympathy or need. She had not decided which. Tau could not stop a shudder, and a mischievous smile drove a dark slash across the harsh planes of Nhia’s face. “Ah, the tide is coming in now. You do not desire him.”


    “Yes. No. I—” Tau heaved a great sigh and gently put down her shell and naumu. “You are leaning into the wrong wind, sister.”


    “Then tell me which way it blows.”


    Tau made a show of brushing sand off her newly carved shells, cutting a look at her sister-friend. Tonight, there was a layer of weariness tripping over wariness, an edge of fear along the usual knife edge of her teasing. Tau wondered if the irrelevancy of the tests imposed by the gathering elders were getting to Nhia.


    During each evening’s eliminations, the elders eyes slid off Nhia just a shade too fast. She had made it this far, and yet…


    No one liked to see the knife lifted above someone they truly care for.


    Tau crossed her arms across breasts that protested the harsh treatment. “I do not deny he would be a worthy contributor of seed to Ia’s children. However, I—” She kah’d, unable finish the thought out loud.


    “You are too fertile of mind at this point in your life to carry a parasite,” Nhia finished.


    Tau could not help but laugh. “There is no need to put it so crudely!”


    “You get the drift.” Nhia’s teeth flashed blue white in the whispering dark.


    “Lau’maa will be disappointed if I do not return fecund.” Tau’s laughter drifted with the tide that crept on dark feet up the sand.


    “She will not.” The forcefulness of Nhia’s tone made Tau peer again at her sister-friend, noting the strain around her dancing eyes. “If you think that, then you fathom your mother not at all.”


    Tau pulled back from the blustery force of Nhia’s new boldness.


    “And besides,” Nhia continued, “you have six older sisters, all of whom have willingly shared their seed with Ia, mother bless their wombs.”


    She inscribed the air with a quick circular blessing of her fingers. As Tau followed her hand-dance, Nhia grabbed Tau’s fingers and held them against her chest. Tau swallowed her sharp intake of breath.


    “And there is something else, I fathom,” Nhia said, voice as rich as koca-bean soup. “Perhaps someone else.”


    “I—” Tau tried to snatch away her hand, but Nhia tightened her grip and pulled her closer. This close, Nhia’s pupils were dark moons against her golden skin. Her quickened breath smelled of sugared vilas, the rare aphrodisiac delicacy presented at dinner that evening.


    “You can tell me,” Nhia whispered. “I am your sister-friend after all, am I not?”


    “Yes.” Tau’s whisper faltered again.


    Sand-spackled fingers brushed her cheek, and Tau closed her eyes. Words lodged in her chest as if she had been punched too hard in the fighting dance.


    A heart-beat. Two.


    A sweet pressure on her lips, raising the pressure in her chest to almost intolerable levels. Tau tasted salt, sand, and sugar; an embodiment of the ripe smell of her torments.


    Then Nhia was gone, a slap of bushes, the rustle of sand on skin.


    A beat: the hush of water.


    Another: sandals on grass.


    Tau looked up, hoping Nhia had returned; to apologize, to make good, to continue even though it would risk everything.


    A smaller figure. Bathed in the shadows of the trees, only her moue of disappointment visible.


    Kai’Lei.


    She turned and fled. Tau, not fathoming or caring to who she ran, gave a little kah and closed her eyes to the silvered horizon. Death, rebirth; it was life to Stone Maidens, and some would seek out their eternal glory any which way they could, even if it meant betrayal.


    A Stone Maiden’s sacrifice was theirs to make; to live and die by.


    •


    Tau angled the oka stormward, her paddle biting deep as the rising sun cut naumu slivers off the water into her eyes. She did not resist the headache. The uncountable cups of fermented wiro-fruit juice the previous night had helped dull the memory of the knife dashing across the throat of the figure positioned in ecstatic adulation across the great round stone.


    The carefully carved representation of the great mothermoon had not resisted the chosen’s stain. Neither had it broken beneath the weight of portent; change simmered in the blood of the next generation of Stone Maidens, but the change had not come swift enough to belay one more needless death.


    Tau glanced at the figure in the bow, crouched against the impending storm, the first of the end season, a break in the perfection that had held its breath over the gathering. With face edged in resignation but not regret, Nhia had been silent since they had cast off that morning, not even calling or chanting out to the other okas pushing for home. Tau’s heart fell as heavy and low as an anchor stone, meeting and warring with the cool ache of relief in her belly.


    Kai’Lei had been the maiden to gladly meet the bite of the mother’s blade. Her final chant, the perfect combination of sweet traditional sentimentality. There had been no whisper of Nhia’s impropriety.


    “I can hear your thoughts from here.”


    Startled, Tau lost her grip. Before she had the chance to reform her thoughts, she had to quickly strip off and dive in to retrieve her paddle.


    A smile a shade more cynical than expected greeted Tau as she heaved herself back over the edge of the oka, spluttering and cursing. Nhia quit her rearward rescue-paddling and held her own dripping paddle firmly in her lap.


    “And just what do you fathom about my thoughts?” Tau pushed her hair out of her face, muttered another curse, and squeezed water out of her wrap.


    “A little moon-broody there, fathom?”


    “Stop pushing, or you will be swimming home.”


    “That would please you.” Nhia chuckled, and Tau bit her bottom lip to arrest a smile.


    “You can not fathom what would please me.” Tau straightened her back and dipped her paddle.


    Instead of turning back to her contemplation of the dark horizon, Nhia displayed her teeth and throat in a laugh. “You would be surprised.”


    Tau kah’d. “Stop dancing around the issue.”


    “You stop.”


    Tau’s paddle clonked against wood, and she squinted at her sister-friend. Ropes of hair slapped her cheeks as Tau shook her head. “That was some final chant you sang, quite the turn-around. Nhia, I cannot fathom even where to begin.”


    “Then I will make it easy.” Nhia rushed ahead like the rising wind. “I failed at the gathering, so I must return home with some set to my sails.”


    Nhia cut off Tau’s placating noises with a swift flourish of her paddle.


    “Let me finish. I did not come with my face entirely turned to the Stone Moon. I knew what I was singing about. The Stone mother should smile upon life, not death.”


    Her jaw worked, a spasm and a swallow before she continued. “Most Maidens do not want to die. No matter what you have been led to believe. I want to do something with my time, before I take my final dive beneath the waves. I pushed Lau’maa to choosing you as my keel-woman, because I knew you would hold me up against a stiff wind. In your sand rough way, you are far more adept at navigating the shifting tides of fireside talk and story telling chants than I.


    “Do not look at me like that. Your mother is shrewder than you fathom.” Nhia’s smile turned softer. “I also had another reason: you.”


    Tau had to look away. She pretended to search the threatening horizon though she knew by smell alone how long they had to reach shelter.


    “I revere life,” Nhia continued. “We are both fertile. We are ready. We are right. Let us create a child together, while we have this chance.”


    Tau rubbed the calluses of one hand against the scars of the other; she could not fathom her hands being gentle enough for such a task as guiding the life of her own seed.


    “I will carry the child, as I fathom you dislike the idea.”


    “Sister, I cannot ask that of you.” Tau stared straight ahead, mindful of the black clouds stacking up.


    “Why not? The child of our mingled seed will be intelligent, inquisitive, and beautiful.”


    “But you are my friend,” Tau protested, her biceps quivering with more than physical effort.


    “Even better.”


    “But you fathom I would make a terrible parent.”


    Nhia kah’d and rolled her eyes. “And where is it writ that you have to parent? You have many wonderful sisters, mothers and aunties who make light work of it, in the Ia way.”


    Tau tasted the bitter and spice of the idea, like fine wiroleaf, as Nhia mouthed silently, counting, Tau realized, the heartbeats between the far-off lightning and thunder.


    “I went searching for the right person to share seed,” Nhia said “but they all came up wanting compared to you. I need to take something back to Ia, to show my worth to my sisters. To them, I must make restitution for my failure.”


    “You did not fail,” Tau said, paddle digging deep in her vehemence. “I will stand face to face across the fire with anyone who disagrees. You represented Ia superbly. Your trade negotiations will keep us well-prepared for many storm seasons. They will be proud of you. I am proud of you.”


    “And I am proud of you.” Nhia favored Tau with a look as rich and thrilling to the senses as unpeeled koca-bean. “You go back to Koro a full prentice, your work welcomed with open hands at the great library. At least you have found your calling.”


    Tau stopped paddling and uttered a soft kah. She took a deep whiff of the storm, squinting against the spitting rain, and quickly ran through the current verse of the travelers’ return chant. “Take up your paddle, woman,” she commanded gruffly. “We can make the next islet before the storm hits, if we push hard.”


    Nhia’s hands flexed around the wood. “And there we can make a baby while we wait for the storm to pass?”


    “We will discuss it.”


    “Will we discuss how much you love me too?”


    Despite the quickly dropping temperature, Nhia shucked out of her wrap. She threw back her shoulders and peeked at Tau from beneath dripping lashes. Her skin darkened with each large drop of rain.


    “You have ideas as big as Ia’s Search For the Ends of the Ocean.”


    Nhia chanted the first few notes of the cadence, adding a wistful lilt that sung of unseen coastlines and faces. “Some ideas, and dreams, are best when shared.”


    “Ia preserve me from baby-foolish sisters!” With a wry shake of her head, Tau set her shoulders straining against the rising waves and wind.


    •
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    You. Are.


    (A weapon. A virus. A commandment from God.)


    The stage is your skull, the script someone else’s, and they are about to win.


    Here’s a wall. You are the battering ram against an amassed weight of a million shrines nestled in the crook of ancient trees, in the corners between skyscrapers, the solidity of Chaomae Guanim and Phramae Thoranee: for this is your land and yours is a land of many faiths.


    The viral chorus is vicious and through you it is a tidal wave breaking upon the shore of your history, of a country shaped like an axe. Flash-narratives howl through your lips, biblical verses and names, stories of killing and fire. You understand none of it, but the virus needs a host—a mind that touches and is touched by Krungthep’s subconscious grid—and so you’ve been chosen, with a bit of chloroform to your face and a counterfeit ambulance where you lay able to see but not to think. Neon glare in your eyes and men wearing surgical masks. Farang men with their cadaver skin and their eyes blue-gray-green.


    Fear, panic. You try to remember them, but they’ve frayed into abstractions under the shadows of anesthetics.


    The chips urge you forward and you heave against a network with mantras and prayers for bone, dreams and desires for muscle. These are what protect Krungthep and these are what they want you to destroy, with their falsity of Yesu, with visions of stained glass and cathedrals, and alien insertion of tasteless wafers into pale thin mouths. Find the cracks. Fill them up with false data, false dreams. Yours is a land that does not open its arms to churches; yours is a land that once escaped Farangset and Angrit flags through the cleverness of its kings. About time they fix that.


    This is how to rewrite a country’s past, and when a past is gone it is easy to replace the present with convenience. Belief moves will, and will moves nations. No screens needed, no competition with other channels. Poured straight into the intent grid this stabs the subconscious, direct as a syringe to the vein.


    Holes in your skin oozing pus. Blood in your mouth lining teeth and bruised gums. No pain anywhere, because your nervous system has been deliberately broken and put back together wrong. You try to think of something other than this, other than the ports they’ve made in your arms and between your vertebrae, other than the cold metal jacked into you to dictate your heart and measure your synapses.


    You dream of ghost dances and processions to pray for rain, a black cat yowling in a wicker cage slung between villagers’ shoulders. You dream of leaving offerings, fruits and sweets and glasses of cream soda to divinities you can understand.


    •


    There was a war between China and America, and it left the world a series of deserts, the sky a pane of broken glass.


    Krungthep has clawed out survival from the aftermath’s bedrock under the engines which process intent into power, and power into a shelter that makes Krungthep possible. It is expanded and strengthened year by year; it can be turned, with the right adjustment, into a weapon. From shield to sword. From sword to gun. The woman who created this system died young to a sniper. She’s celebrated now, her name a byword for martyrdom and progress. No daughter of Prathet Thai, and few sons either, have done more.


    Second phase of infection. It returns you to a time where you wear a body in place of plastic, in place of the coffin in which you’ve been interred. In this present there are no temples or mosques in the city, by the rivers or punctuating the soi. Only churches with their naked Yesu, their clothed altars that mean nothing to you, their abjection before a fancy whose appeal you cannot understand.


    In the streets billboards and signs shine neon Angrit, foreign brands, foreign elegance. No Thai anywhere, for why should a language exist that’s spoken by less than a hundred million, next to one spoken worldwide? Where’s the efficiency in so many letters in the alphabet, and vowels and consonants? Twenty-six is all anyone needs. The chips bombard you with linguistic algorithms and statistics. In a world of Angrit, Thai is unnecessary.


    Listen. Your sister’s speaking faultless Angrit in the style of foreign news anchors. The cousin from overseas won’t have to pinch his face and look away and sigh at everyone’s pronunciations, everyone’s misspellings. No more shame. Everyone will be perfectly equal, rid of that embarrassing accent. Forget the tongue you’ve spoken since birth. Childish toys are to be put away; sick things are to be put down. (Observe those phrasal verbs, the ambiguities. The qualities of away and down can both mean death.)


    The logic of this does not slot quite right but soon enough the thinking part of you is thrust back to a corner, smaller than you, than half a raindrop. You try to hold onto it but it slips and drips. It is gone, it is vapor, it was never there.


    You stagger out of a classroom taught by a woman with ashy hair and painted pebbles for eyes. That school’s all air-conditioned rooms and corridors polished to a shine, populated tidily by children of the rich and powerful. Yellow-headed classmates with their loudness and their big bodies close in on you. (This is not the sort of school your parents could afford.) You look for, and cannot find, dark hair. Reflections of you dwindle, so small you can thread yourself through a needle’s eye.


    Was the city of your birth ever so crowded with people who looked like that?


    Yes, it was. This is how things have always been, and it follows this is how things will be. This is logical, this is sensible. This is peace and progress.


    Out through the school gate, part of a crowd pouring out, you hope for familiar smells of roast pork and sticky rice, for colors you recognize: an old tree with a pink sash around it to mark the spirit residing within. Tiny plates of food at the base of a utility pole, to curry favor with any small god that might live in the wires or the concrete. It does no harm to put such things out. But they are superstitions and the farangs passing by smirk. A tourist more freckles than skin pauses to blink at it; her spectacles give off a flicker. Photo snapped and uploading, to be laughed at and rendered into a joke. Who believes in divinities so diminutive? Yesu-Lord is large and he lives everywhere, not just in a pole or a tree. Or his ghost does. Or his father. One of them or possibly all. Nano-missionaries have been drilling you with parables and sermons but they don’t take. It is not a strength of will or integrity of self that protects you but sheer confusion.


    Outside you can feel tubes in your lungs sucking and working to keep you from drowning in your own fluids. Despite the nutritional drip-feeds, hunger burns a black cinder-path through your stomach.


    •


    Words beat strident against your shell. (Cell. Angrit, full of similar words.) They’re discussing the danger of storing so much information in one place, eggs in one basket. But they haven’t so many baskets left and must make do, and after all they’re in no danger. Who will dare, except China, from whom they have hidden with perfect care? Who has the power to strike, except China, whom they will defeat and take back what’s theirs?


    A memory blankets you, duvet-thick against a day too warm.


    Mother has remarried and the half-and-half sibling she puts on your lap has huge Barbie eyes (did you ever play with Barbies with their blue eyes, their blonde hair?). Her new husband is much older than she is and feverishly happy that she’s given him such a beautiful baby, and everyone agrees it is beautiful. Half-and-half always are, with that kind of nose and that kind of hair, shampoo-ad perfect from infancy. The weight of the new sibling—surprising heft, surprising mass—presses down and you cannot stand up. You fight to breathe; you avoid inhaling your stepfather’s cologne, which nauseates and fails to hide the stink of his armpits.


    Mother’s happiness is glass. There is cash for your grandmother’s hospitalization now, the cardiac treatments that insurance doesn’t stretch far enough to cover. You think you’ve failed. Sixteen and not making the money that would have mooted the marriage. Some of your aunts cringe and judge, but those are the ones who never did anything for Grandmother. Younger-Sister Gung, ten, makes faces at the new husband’s back.


    Neither of you calls him father, not in any language.


    Cut, call the chips. Camera panning elsewhere.


    In a Jatujak barber’s you are with your farang friends who wear crosses gleaming silver on identical columnal throats. They are each garlanded with identical blonde hair. They don’t need a stylist. A look and a laugh, that’s all they require to make you ugly and hard. Wonderful waists, wonderful legs. An instinctive grace from a lifetime of certainty that they are exquisite. Among them you fade. Among them you lose dimension until you’re paper.


    A cross is just two lines of unequal lengths intersecting: what is that next to Phra Puttachao, who has a human face, perpetually at peace? You touch your own neck and find there is a cross there too, where the loinclothed god-son-prophet bows his suffering head. Under your finger it seems to turn fleshy and your nail comes away tipped crimson.


    You are—


    You look at the daub of red until it dries to brown crust. You find an Internet café and take a seat. Around you: sultry air thickened by fish sauce, sweet chili dip, and deep-fried fish cakes.


    No one here wears a cross. No one here has sun-spotted cheeks. The ceiling fans whirr against dust, hair, dog fur. An auntie laughs into her headset, talking to a child studying abroad. Two students argue about test results over shaved ice drenched in condensed milk and red syrup.


    The computer you’ve picked boots up crankily. A CRT flickering with artifacts, mouse and keyboard caked in food-smears. In the entire café this is the sole tribute to archaism, decades out of step next to sleek machines with screens half as thick as your thumb.


    Spam strains the seams of your inbox. Clicking through you delete and delete, catching junk-fragments of sentences like poetry with its pancreas hanging out, its diaphragm wrapped around a sleeve. A few messages you print out on dot-matrix paper, crackling fragility and ink barely visible. Fold. Roll into a tube. Twist.


    Tug that into your collar, where it’ll rest against your pulse.


    The weeks are rubber bands, pulled twang-taut then loosened by a hand caring nothing for clocks and calendars. You relive job interviews and rush hours that are indeterminable. You recede to history lectures that pass by in eye-blinks. You’re now working at an advertising firm under a white boss, who wears t-shirts and jeans to work even though everyone else is in business casual, who puts his feet on the table even though he knows it offends.


    His secretary is his girlfriend and she hates you. Thai girls are out to steal her man, she thinks, and when she looks at you the spots in her cheeks brighten—like rashes, like chickenpox—and she keeps postponing the pay raise that should’ve been yours six months ago. You’ve attempted to explain she has nothing to fear but it is no good. The gulf between Thai and farang is too large for the common quality of woman to bridge.


    When she hears about this your fiancée laughs and laughs. She wears a man’s shirt and belted trousers, she has cropped hair and a voice rich for singing, all her earcuffs are avian and all her rings reptilian. You wouldn’t trade her for the entire world.


    Two years together and she leaves you for a man, having let her hair grow out and having put on a skirt. You find yourself a boyfriend. It’s just as well, for under the grace of Christ certain acts are forbidden; under his grace certain acts will send you to burn.


    It is getting hard to tell what happened and what didn’t. You want to make it real, that coil of paper. It is not. Nothing is.


    •


    News is supposed to report truth.


    On TV the prime minister is shaking hands with a blue-eyed man, who is President of the United States. His wife is First Lady, which drives you to question why the man is not First Lord. A rousing speech concerning an alliance against China, a partnership of equals, a fight against nonspecific tyranny. Tonight everyone will dream of this broadcast, struck and inspired by its righteousness. This is how to overwrite the intent grid. A disease, and you the vector.


    Your heart feels absent, as though it has been exhumed and made to beat behind someone else’s sternum. Sternum. Were you in med school or is that just mathayom-thon Biology?


    There’s a showing of Anna and the King after work and the theater is packed, a reminder that these days the palace is a relic and mortuary; the last queen was exiled when the Americans brought you absolute democracy and rewrote the constitution, which is good, which is right. Monarchy was holding your country back, as were the shrines which have been replaced by churches. The new prime minister is America-approved, and that’s best of all.


    On the wall the film plays out, fast-forwarding in spasms, slowing down to linger on certain shots: contrast the demure farang lady and the faintly repulsive monarch. Characters meant to be Thai speak your language terribly. You find this odd, then you don’t.


    Beside you someone reaches over and clasps your wrist. A tiny owl glitters at her earlobe, a miniature crocodile at her thumb. You remember with a jolt buying her both. You remember wearing accessories that match, and holding onto each other in a theme park crowd.


    When the movie finishes you leave together. In the parking lot, under a scorching sun, you ask, “Who are you?”


    She nudges an abandoned trolley full of dirty plastic bags. It rolls down the ramp, where it judders against an empty stroller. Crash. “What do you mean?”


    “Aom wouldn’t do that.” You are amazed you can speak with your own voice. The chips must be busy. Or maybe they are done with you, now that you’ve paved a way into the engines for them, now that you drift in your tank broken and limp.


    The one who wears your fiancée like a badly fitted suit becomes your mother at sixty-five, twice divorced and haggard at the edges. “There’s not much time.”


    You look at her. The hum of the nano-missionaries, which has become white noise, rumbles. Passages from the bible concerning sinners and punishment, a salt pillar looking back. “There isn’t any time left. It’s already finished. It’s done.”


    “Not yet.” This time it is your sister. Gung at six months along, gravid and radiant. She tilts her head and smiles, leans into you and whispers a trojan into your ear.


    •


    You are—


    I am.


    •


    Alertness snapping in her with such force that it bows her spine. A visceral waking that returns flesh to the bones of her ghost, mind to the husk of her corpse.


    Corpse is what she is. The first she does is accept that; the second is to remember that Aom didn’t leave her, not for anyone. In the absence of everything else, in the presence of amniotic fluids and electric currents in her jugular, selfishness is her final bastion.


    The abduction wasn’t accident. It was sacrifice. An easy step to take when all with meaning has already been lost. Easy to be a patriot, that way, if it can be called patriotism when what she does is courting survival.


    Between excited chatter over the concluding phase, they put her under, casual as drowning a small animal. But the trojan compartmentalizes and this time she flows with it, a swimmer with rather than against, in control. She splits: the shadow-theater puppet in its two dimensions, and a ghost hovering at its shoulder to watch and edit decisions. The remote protocols they’ve installed with needles and scalpels have quieted to an ignorable buzz.


    You—


    I am, I am, I am. Outside she must have lost motor control. In here she flexes and tenses and knows her strength, honed and muscular. This is where she needs to be. They have protections, but those are useless when she’s already inside.


    It is too late to fix the distortions they’ve inflicted on Krungthep; afterward someone else will do that, tending each node one by one in the tunnels, under the safety she has purchased with everything.


    She tries not to resent, tries not to regret.


    The machines they’ve linked to her are the bare essentials, equipment to monitor vital signs, a server on which the control protocols are hosted. It is the latter that she will attack.


    Poured into her with the sanctity of an incantation, the trojan has been precisely crafted. Without a vector it would have been useless. With her in place, anything is possible.


    She flips a port open, and waits.


    •


    Five, eight, some age in the between. You’ve given yourself an electric shock courtesy of a finger too curious, a power outlet too close to the ground. Wail in your mother’s arm; let the tears flow. She smells expensive. You stop when you see that Mother is a woman with light brown hair, pointed nose, and pale eyes. Modernly dressed, hair parted just so, Hollywood tidy. She moves cinematically, poised for cameras.


    The virus-dreams have reached childhood.


    Sunday and they dress you for church, in ribbons and little-girl frock, all pastels. Temples are flattened to grainy pictures and stained postcards trampled underfoot, peeking out over the fraying edges of carpeting, hiding under calendars that tell the year in Anno Domini. Five hundred and forty-three behind the real one.


    Among the pews you huddle as the man in black gives sermon, his voice the beehive chorus of the nano-missionaries. You squeeze your hand into the child’s fingers and pinch her cross until it bleeds onto the marble, spotting her tiny footsteps red. When no one is looking you break the cross into two, then four. When no one is looking you use a little marker to scribble Thai onto signs when you can, even if it doesn’t take on surface that’s gloss and metal, even if the marker is too faint. You wear the tip to a dry nub even so.


    Under the not-mother’s absent gaze you cut a green mango to slices, mix your own chili salt, and eat it in place of pudding and peanut-butter sandwich. These gestures do nothing. You know that. But it comforts you to spend these grains of freedom you’ve sieved like gold out of the muck, and you miss the taste nearly as strongly as you miss the dead.


    The end is soon. It’ll be the end for you, too.


    •


    Security tautens and loosens in these last days according to the pitch of collective nerves. She ascertains that she’s in a ruined hospital in Palangkaraya, basement level, far from home. It chills her until she remembers the distance is irrelevant, that come success or failure she will never leave this place. What remains of her will not survive being disconnected from the tank.


    All is anatta. Sangkarn is transient. She needs to let go. Panic rises anyway, even though she’s so detached from flesh that she should be beyond this choking terror, above this mindless fear of the grave.


    Eavesdropping on them calms her in stages. The farangs are happy to be done, happy to—soon—be home. The shattered city unsettles them and, fingers tight over their crosses, they joke about Indonesian boogeymen, le-ak flitting at night with entrails streaming like tassels on a kite. They discuss taking Jakarta, one more strategic gain against China. China, China. The word preoccupies them the way oxygen preoccupies lungs; the rest is peripheral, mattering insofar as to how it might provide advantage in the coming war. There will be one. They intend to press the issue. They will regain their pride.


    She unpacks the trojan as they watch the cinematography they’ve made of her life, the disease they’ve made of her puppet-self.


    •


    I am.


    A leap from the precipice of metal and flesh, a weightless somersault in free fall and you’re inside. Impactless you land on your feet. Ghosts don’t make splashes and you orient without having to try. This is what happens when they hold the door wide and invite you in.


    There are nodes where they’ve latched parasitic to Krungthep’s dream-grid and you know every one, for each link was made through your brain. You carry a schematic on your forearms, on the inside of your elbows, the way patients carry injection scars.


    In churches you turn altar cloths from cream to red, the color of blood and nation. In Baiyoke Tower, you change the locks on doors and wedge elevators open. You pull keys out of your mouth and leave them in particular cars, and in schools you replace the language of textbooks. At construction sites you push with a fingertip and scaffolds crumble, wreathing you in cement dust. You visit certain embassies and edit the flags and emblems, minute tricks. Symbols are all there is to the mesh.


    While your puppet-self fulfills her part you wander Krungthep one last time, exerting the sinews of memory. A chedi’s curve, the green spikes of a durian at market, half of Pridi Panomyong’s face from the monument at your campus. The pieces of city their programs have rubbed out.


    The launch wrenches at you, for you are everything—disease and vector—and it almost sweeps you away, shattering you in pieces and distributing them across the grid: that will complete the infection, finalize the murder.


    Traffic has always been potentially two-way. They had to leave it so to operate and manipulate you. Now you tear that path into a wound, and what flies free is not their erasing of Krungthep, their unraveling of the dream-grid. It is their future laid bare. A hemorrhage of classified data and logistics, maps of where they’re strong and where they’re weak—the weapons they have, the weapons they don’t have; what survives of their country and what does not. There will be no war for them to win.


    They shut everything down: too late. That opening was all anyone needed, and at the other end there are waiting hands on machines which reel in and gather the data you’ve unspooled. Data that can be used to keep Krungthep alive. Data that can be sold, for that’s the game everyone must play, now.


    You imagine farang men yanking out cords, slamming down on circuit breakers with fists suddenly sweat-wet. You imagine them howling, animal panic.


    The casket opens; the liquids buoying you pour out in a briny flood and the puppet of your skin sags on knees that no longer work. They tear it out, to end your dreams of home and bring you death.


    There is light, and you laugh.


    •
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    Here’s Anna Plane and I all through high school: a bushy-haired, white geek girl with a tattered fantasy paperback in the rear pocket of her jeans and me, Arturo, an equally geeky Hispanic theater boy.


    Here’s us a few years later, dividing time between jobs we hated and the college classes those jobs paid for. Still best friends (of a sort), still sharing trials and tribulations, still with an unspoken question between us mostly on Anna’s part, because I knew the answer.


    And here’s when I finally answered it, and broke Anna’s heart.


    •


    South Bend, Indiana, didn’t house many dance clubs, even in the height of the disco scene. Saturday Night Fever had made it more mainstream, but most of the citizenry still regarded disco with a touch of suspicion as a breeding den of sex-borne illness and drugs, even though it was already dying at that point in 1982.


    Not so Anna. Disco was everything she’d ever dreamed of, the glitter and glitz of an ersatz fairyland. She watched Dance Fever every weekend. She could tell you the latest steps, the top 40 hits, the name of every member of Abba.


    She hadn’t been that way in high school. She’d scorned the school dances, saying they were just a way for the popular kids to reinforce their social presence and make everyone feel like shit. But something about disco drew her.


    Even though we’d drifted away from our former closeness, divided by differences in class schedules and then, increasingly, in our interests, I did keep in touch. That’s how I found out what she’d been hiding.


    It was one of our television nights. She had a fancy laser disc machine, and a stack of every sci-fi or fantasy movie available in that format.


    We settled in with popcorn on the couch. She shared a shitty little apartment over on Colfax Avenue with a woman, Dionne, who worked at Waldenbooks but who I had yet to see read anything more than the back of a cereal box, and was usually over at her boyfriend’s.


    We sat around and shared our troubles in between throwing popcorn kernels at the screen during the cheesy moments. The restaurant she’d been working at had just closed down, so she was looking for a new job.


    Dionne had already informed her Waldenbooks wasn’t hiring, she said wryly.


    I shook out the ink-pungent folds of the South Bend Tribune and we went through the ads circling them, imagining new jobs, new existences for her.


    There really weren’t that many opportunities out there. Finally we gave up and lapsed into conversation, trailing off into “Remember when?” and asking “What happened to…” as though we’d been out of high school three decades rather than three years.


    One of the apartment’s oddities was that each of the two bathrooms was reached by going through its accompanying bedroom. I’d gotten used to it and so when need called, I wandered into Anna’s bedroom.


    So much of it was familiar to me: the old type drawer hanging on the wall to hold several scores of lead figurines, the bookcase devoted to gaming manuals, the Han Solo poster facing off with the black light poster of a woman turning into a tiger I’d gotten her. Stacks of paperbacks.


    When I noticed the closet door partly ajar, I wasn’t tempted to go look. What clothes could Anna have that I didn’t know? Hell, I’d been with her when she bought half of them. But something unexpected peeked out, sparkling like the Witch’s Slippers in the Wizard of Oz: a length of ruby sequins hanging where it had snagged on the doorknob, as though she’d put it away hurriedly, perhaps when I’d arrived.


    What was it?


    I drifted towards the door, stood for just a breath looking at that red material. I reached for the doorknob as gingerly as though petting a dog I was unsure of.


    When the door swung open, the disco dress blared forth, a slinky thing of red spangles and Lycra. Black hose were draped over the shoulder, lacy things with a line of crimson crystals along the back. On the closet floor sat two high-heeled strappy black Armani shoes.


    It stunned me. Was it a gift for someone? A costume?


    An entire outfit meant it could only be for her.


    I hadn’t realized she loved it that much. I’d thought she was content to watch dancers on television, not that she pictured herself there, the dancing queen, in the midst of it all.


    You don’t hide things from your best friend. I pulled it out, and went back into the other room, holding it in front of me like a flag.


    Anna turned almost as red as the dress. She said, “Why were you going through my things?”


    “It was hanging out! How could I not notice something that color?”


    She stood up, scattering popcorn kernels, and snatched it from my hand. “You had no right!” She marched into the bedroom, disregarding the popcorn crunching beneath her heavy steps, and replaced the dress.


    Returning, she stood in the doorway, folded her arms, and said, “It’s just in case.”


    “In case Donna Summer happens to lose her luggage?”


    Her chin came up, pointed at me. “In case I want to go out. I do go out sometimes, you know.”


    “Where?”


    “I went to Cinnabar’s, till it closed,” she said. “They had good dance music.”


    I knew how I could make things up to her for all my absences of late.


    “Go put it on,” I said. “We’re going dancing.”


    •


    Along the way, I explained the guidelines to her. “Look, Anna. You have to know, this place, it’s got great music and fabulous people and everything, but there’s something else. It’s a gay bar.”


    She blinked. “South Bend doesn’t have any gay bars.”


    I laughed at her. “You’d be surprised. Jeff showed me this one. Best place for dancing I know.”


    She didn’t ask the obvious question. I could see her burying it. If she didn’t ask, I didn’t have to tell her, did I?


    I loved Anna, but not in that way. There wasn’t any need to rub her nose in it.


    “What’s it called?”


    “Diana’s Hunt.”


    “Why?”


    “You’ll see.” I eyed her dress. “You’ll fit right in.”


    Her face was unhappy. “You think I look ridiculous.”


    “It’s just not what I expected.”


    She turned to stare into the night sliding past the car window. “Sometimes,” she said softly, maybe to me, maybe to herself, “you want to be someone else.”


    •


    From the outside, the place didn’t look like much. A gravel parking lot clustered with cars, a loopy-lettered red neon sign that simply said “Diana’s,” and a sign on the door, “21 and older only.” Anna trailed me, our footsteps crunching over the gravel.


    I wondered if I was making a mistake. I hadn’t shared this part of my life with her before. It didn’t feel right.


    But when I glanced over my shoulder, she was a flash of red in the parking lot lights, tall and beautiful.


    She held herself differently in that dress, no longer the too-tall slump-shouldered girl everyone assumed played basketball in high school. Now her shoulders were back, and despite her hesitation, anticipation gleamed in her eyes.


    I liked this new Anna. She seemed happier.


    So I swung open the door, and the music reached out and pulled us in.


    •


    The bar was named for its owner, Diana. I could tell Anna had never seen anyone like her before.


    Diana was short and swarthy, and of indeterminate age. She kept her hair butch short, wore jeans and T-shirts, with a men’s tuxedo jacket over that, sleeves rolled up to mid forearm to expose three silver bangles on her left wrist. She was muscular, broad-shouldered. She was an ex-roller derby queen; she’d skated under the name Morgan le Fleet.


    Her lover, Clementine, kept the music playing from a booth towards the back. Most of the light system was homemade or scavenged theater lighting, but one piece shouted the bar’s intent the minute you walked in. Suspended from the metal rafters some twenty high above hung a great mirror ball, at least four feet in diameter. It was positioned over the booth, casting a cloud of falling, glittering light around Clementine.


    She was dark-haired like Diana, but milk pale. Her hair fell to her shoulders, sleek as a seal’s pelt, framing a narrow face. She was beautiful but intense. She had a way of looking at you as though she expected, maybe even demanded something. You had the feeling she was on the verge of scorning you for failing to live up to that demand.


    When we came in, she was playing Alicia Bridges, demanding that we celebrate the nightlife. The sapphire lights shining on the disco ball drew purple sparkles from Anna’s dress as she stepped up beside me.


    I heard her take a breath as it hit her. From the name I’d expected something very different, say, classical Greek to the core, the first time I’d come, with Jeff in a pack of other theater people. Instead, an amazing assemblage of souvenirs of other times, other places covered the walls, things Diana had found or been given. A three-foot tall statue of the Virgin Mary hung over an enormous silver guitar while next to it were a pair of gilded roller skates. A spear-gun was mounted with two bright blue flippers behind it.


    There were spotlights, a stuffed giraffe head, pink flamingos, Luchador masks, clown faces, and a Civil War era sword, with dusty tassels hanging from its stock. Christmas lights everywhere glittering off the faces of the rhinestone covered ukulele and the matador’s suit and a huge plastic mosquito that Diana joked was from her hometown in Upper Peninsula Michigan, which someone had glued a fake moustache on.


    The air was full of cigarette smoke, and underfoot the floor sucked at our steps, sticky with the spills from sugary mixed drinks.


    I’d worried unnecessarily. Anna, at least the new Anna, wearing unfamiliar clothing, fit right in. We’ve never done anything harder than the occasional joint or whiffed—or so I thought—but when we got separated, I saw her near the bathroom door, doing a line of coke someone had offered.


    There were plenty of people making out on the dance floor or in darker corners, but the Hunt wasn’t about sex. It was about being there, about feeling the thump of the four-on-the-floor beat going through you, shaking you down to your bones, rearranging your atoms.


    It was about being part of the glittering crowd, feeling tribe members all around you, caught up by the music, moving any way they could. Mostly men on the dance floor, but the women danced too. Here, everyone was just another body jostling close to yours.


    And when Sister Sledge came on, and “We are family” began, Anna was there, singing and waving her arms with the rest of us.


    I relaxed. She belonged.


    It mattered to me because the Hunt was one of the happiest places I knew. A place where you could forget all your troubles, and live in the moment. Where all you had to worry about was keeping time with the music. We knew disco was dying but none of us were going to give it up anytime soon.


    •


    My happiness that Anna fit in didn’t mean I was thrilled when Diana offered Anna a job there, though. They’d been talking at the bar, which was busy and shorthanded. By the end of the night Anna was there behind it, shoulder to shoulder with Diana, serving drinks.


    Diana wasn’t flirting with her, of course. I never saw her have eyes for anyone but Clementine.


    I can’t say the same for Clementine. Diana and Clementine were inseparable, but you never got the impression Clementine was particularly happy about it. It was an odd match. She stayed in her booth spinning records. Diana waited on her personally, bringing her drinks throughout the evening.


    I never saw Clementine thank her.


    When the evening started to die down, I stayed and helped clean up afterward, since Anna had driven. Diana slipped me twenty bucks for my help, which was nice.


    But it was even nicer to see Anna happier. Sure, I felt a little jealous. The Hunt had been mine, and here she was taking it over. But that thought made me feel mean and dog in the manger-ish.


    I could let her have the Hunt, after all. Maybe she needed it more than I did.


    When we left the club, it was close to two in the morning, one of those hot Indiana summer nights, where the air feels like the cicada buzz is stitching the heat to your skin. The parking lot was almost empty.


    That is, except for the three women on motorcycles.


    They were in the parking lot, watching the bar. They didn’t even really look at us as we went past, which was odd, because everyone at the Hunt was always friendly.


    I didn’t think much about it at the time, only noticed them because of the big rumbling Harleys they drove. Their black gas tanks were painted with an odd Celtic knot work design.


    As I got into Anna’s car, the leader looked at me. She looked enough like Clementine to be her sister.


    •


    After that I didn’t go to the Hunt so much. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see Anna. In the process of uncovering her red dress secret, I’d edged a little too close to one of my own.


    In 1982, in Indiana, you didn’t talk about certain things. I’d seen the word “homophobia” for the first time in a New York Times article, but I knew what it was already. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Anna. But I’d kept the secret to myself for so long that I didn’t know how to say it anymore.


    I kept telling myself that she must know. I’d taken her to a gay bar, for God’s sakes.


    She said, on one of our television nights, “You never come down to see me at work.”


    “I’ve been busy,” I said.


    She gave me a look that said, plain as day, I know you’re bullshitting me but I won’t push.


    I decided to distract her. I edged closer to her on the couch. I said, “Do you know what I’m really in the mood for?”


    I regretted it as soon as I said it, but I could already see what she was hoping for in her eyes.


    I pulled back, just a touch, and said, “I’m really in the mood to read a really good science fiction book. Will you lend me a couple to take home?”


    I felt like such a shit.


    •


    So guilt drove me down to the bar, a couple of evenings later. I sat there and chatted with her, listening to “Kung Fu Fighting” and “Do You Think I’m Sexy,” abandoning my stool every once in a while to go dance. She was happy I was there. I could see that in her eyes.


    And she seemed to be getting along fine with Diana and Clementine. When I mentioned a new song I’d heard, she got Clementine to play it for me.


    Every once in a while I’d see some woman flirt with her. Anna was surprisingly adept at handling that, friendly but professional, without making them feel rejected.


    She’d never had good luck with men. I wondered if she was tempted to try something different. She never said anything about it to me.


    Of course she wouldn’t.


    •


    Summer wound down, and we entered heat-mad August, days of sweat and sunshine so hot you didn’t really want to move. When evening started falling and the air cooled off a little, your energy would return.


    One way to burn some of that off was to drive up to the Michigan dunes, build a fire, and get drunk on the beach. I went up one evening with Anna, and a bunch of other high school friends. I didn’t particularly like them or want to hang around with them; but Anna made me promise to come.


    It was what I had expected: a lot of beer and a couple of bottles of Jaeger getting passed around. We knew a spot that was technically private property, but the owners of the house far above were rarely there to disturb us.


    We sat on the soft sand around a fire made from the wood we’d brought and I watched the stars far out over the lake, wondering when I could gracefully excuse myself and slip away.


    That was why I was the first person to see something out in the water, coming towards our fire. Several somethings, leaving long dark vees as they swam.


    At first I thought they were fish, or seals, or something stranger. Not people. But as the heads came up out of the water, I realized they were human. Women, three of them.


    As they came closer yet, I recognized the women who had been on the motorcycles. I would have leaned over to say something to Anna about it, but she was on the other side of the fire.


    Late night beach campfires have their own rules. So we just nodded to the women when they came up, moved over to make room for them, passed out beers.


    They didn’t introduce themselves to the group, but I saw one talking to Anna.


    After it all broke up, I walked with her to the cars. I said, “Who was that woman and what was she talking to you about?”


    She laughed. “All sorts of crazy things. We got to talking about fantasy books, and she asked what if all of that was real?”


    “What if it was?”


    “I wish. That’d be something wonderful. To learn there was actual magic in the world.”


    She paused before getting in the car.


    “It was nice to spend some time with you,” she said.


    “It was,” I agreed, a little too cheerfully.


    There was a long moment where she looked at me. I took a step back, waving.


    “Catch you around,” I said.


    “Sure,” she said. “Sure.”


    •


    Classes started again. I was in two plays this semester, plus a staged reading, so things got busy and I didn’t see much of Anna in between the demands of work and school. A few times I went down to the bar to talk to her, and she always seemed glad to see me.


    Clementine approached me there on a Saturday night.


    We’d never really talked before. She was always too busy spinning records and keeping the light show going. That homemade, cobbled-together system had its idiosyncrasies. The light never seemed to reach certain corners. But Clementine knew how to use it, knew how to turn the whole place into a fairyland full of sparkle and madness.


    She was taking a break, giving someone else a chance to handle the music. I came up beside her and she looked at me, silently, as always. I never had seen her smile.


    She said, “I like your friend Anna.”


    I was surprised. These were perhaps the first words she’d ever spoken directly to me. I glanced over at her. She was watching Anna behind the bar.


    I did see her smile then, for the first time, a small, secretive smile.


    •


    A few days later, Anna called because her car had broken down and she wanted me to drive her to work at the bar. We always did favors for each other. I said, “So when should I come pick you up?”


    “Oh, you don’t need to. I have a friend picking me up.”


    There was something odd about the way she said it. I didn’t know quite what to make of it. Usually we analyzed her dates and relationships at length.


    So, it was a little bit snoopy of me, to come in later that night and stay till closing time. Something wasn’t right.


    When she left, I trailed out the door after her, unobtrusively. I stood out in the smokers’ corner, pretending to have a last cigarette before going home.


    I watched her get on the motorcycle behind the woman who looked so much like Clementine.


    Was that who Anna was sleeping with?


    •


    I couldn’t help but ask the next day when I ran into her at lunch.


    I said, “Hey, so you’ve gotten to know that woman from the beach?” as I set down my tray beside hers on the table.


    She said, popping her yogurt open, “She has a lot of interesting things to say.”


    I quirked an eyebrow. “About?”


    “Magic,” she said, and blushed.


    “Is she teaching you magic?” I teased.


    But her face was serious as she shook her head. “No. Her kind of magic can’t be taught.”


    “You’re serious?” I knew Anna was crazy for this sort of thing: dragons and unicorns and wizards. Not enough to believe in any of it.


    “There’s more,” she said. “Have you ever seen Diana doing anything odd?”


    “Odd how?” There was still incredulity in my voice.


    Her lips firmed and she shook her head. “Never mind.”


    “Look,” I said. “I don’t know what’s going on, but don’t let that woman scam you.”


    Familiar Anna looked at me with something new in her eyes.


    She said, “Do you think Diana is a good person?”


    That made me blink. “Why would you ask that?”


    “I heard some things.”


    “Like what?”


    “Do you think she would do something really bad?”


    I leaned forward, exasperated. “What are you trying to get at?”


    But instead of explaining, she said, “Do you know that there have been seals sighted in Lake Michigan?”


    I scoffed. “Right. And some whales too.”


    “I looked it up,” she said. “No photos, but three or four sightings, all in the upper peninsula. Do you know what a selkie is?”


    At my head shake, she explained, “They’re people who can turn into seals. According to lore, when they change into human, it’s a matter of stepping out of their sealskin, which they have to hide somewhere. What if I told you that Clementine is one, and that the only reason that she stays with Diana is because she has to, because Diana has her skin hidden somewhere in the Hunt?”


    “I’d think you were working on a book.”


    “But I’m not.”


    “All right. So let’s posit that Diana has somehow gotten Clementine’s skin…”


    “Melissandra says Diana’s a sorceress, she stole it away by magic. Someone has to make her give it back. But she can’t be killed, Melissandra says, unless it’s with an object that Diana owns. It’s a geas or something.”


    I couldn’t help rolling my eyes, I swear I couldn’t.


    Anna’s face closed. Her eyes went down to the table. “I need to get to class.”


    •


    The next day I went down to the Hunt, on one of Anna’s days off. I wanted to watch Diana, to see if there was something behind all of this, or if it was all just Anna’s fevered imagination.


    I ordered a drink from Diana. She said, “Haven’t seen you much lately.”


    I shrugged. “How’s Anna working out?”


    “I know she’s your friend, but she’s…” Diana hesitated. “There’s something off about her.”


    I wanted to say, More off than believing you’re a sorceress who’s stolen a selkie’s skin? But I didn’t need to tell her that. Anna was harmless, even with weird ideas stuffed in her head.


    “I think she stole some things,” Diana said. “Tell her to bring them back and all’s forgiven.”


    Had Anna been rummaging around in an insane search for a mythical seal skin? But I just nodded, and settled back to observe the bar.


    I’d never really watched Diana before. The only time she had any expression was when she was watching Clementine.


    Doting and fond and desperate, all at once.


    Who was the woman pursuing Anna and what was her connection to Clementine?


    I finally realized what that expression was on Diana’s face. I’d seen it before, when Anna was looking at me, too tired or unaware to hide it.


    That was when Anna came in with the spear gun.


    •


    I don’t know that people would have noticed so quickly without Clementine. She must have been watching, knowing Anna was coming. The moment the door swung open, the Pointer Girls stopped telling us how excited they were, the lights swiveled in two directions, picturing out Anna at the door and across the room, Diana at the bar.


    They stared at each long enough for me to take a breath.


    Anna stepped forward, wearing the red dress. Its light leaped up to meet that of the mirror ball. Bits of bloody light skated over the faces of the crowd and glinted on the spear, with its wicked, sharp vanes.


    She said to Diana, “You had no right to enslave Clementine.”


    Diana’s face worked. She cast a look at her lover, who stood in the booth, her face impassive and blank as the mirror’s absence, reflecting nothing.


    Anna took three more steps. “You need to let her go.”


    “I can’t,” Diana said.


    “Can’t? Or won’t?”


    Dian’s expression hardened. “Won’t.”


    I was standing halfway between them. I started towards Anna.


    She waved me back with the spear gun. “Don’t interfere, Arturo.”


    “You don’t want to do this,” I said. “Think of all the trouble it’ll cause. You’re throwing your life away on a crazy story someone’s spun you.”


    Her face was untroubled. “The selkies will protect me. They can’t come in the bar, but I can act for them.”


    “They lie,” Diana said. “They twist and mislead, the fae.” She was staring at Clementine.


    Clementine said, “I will be freed.”


    “Without your skin?” Diana said softly. “Life with me is less preferable than wandering the earth looking for it?”


    “Yes.”


    I edged closer and closer to Anna. I was shaking, my heart pounding. There’s something about a gun, even one without bullets, that raises the tension level in a room.


    She noticed me even as I reached for her.


    We grappled desperately for a moment while everyone screamed. I don’t know which of us pulled the trigger, but the spear didn’t hit Diana when it launched. It went wild, the sound bright and brittle in the room, and then the enormous mirror ball exploded as the spear shattered it.


    Everyone screamed. Shards bounced with a ting off the silver guitar and chipped a dimple in the Virgin Mary’s cheek. A luchador mask was torn from the wall, landed in a heap atop a pile of shards.


    Something previously contained in the mirror ball’s heart fell, a dark armload of folds that made Clementine’s face light as she ran to it.


    Diana said, hoarsely, “Clemmie, no.”


    Clementine didn’t even look back as she slung it around her shoulders and went to the door.


    Anna walked toward me, shards of mirror crunching beneath her feet. She didn’t seem to notice that she still had the gun in her hand, she was looking at me so intently. Watching my face for some sign that was lacking, apparently.


    She said, “They promised me something if I did this thing for them.”


    I asked, “What did they promise you?”


    “They promised me you. But that’s not going to happen, is it?”


    I shook my head.


    “And it’s not because you like some other girl, some other woman better.”


    It wasn’t a question, but I shook my head anyway.


    She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders. She said, “Because you don’t like women.”


    “I like women,” I said. “But not like that.”


    We’d been coming to this moment for so long.


    Somehow I had always thought we could avoid it. I’d skirted around its edges, hiding in half-lies and omissions.


    She looked back over her shoulder, at Diana, who was standing in front of Clementine’s booth, looking at it. The bar owner looked old. And tired. Anna turned and walked away from me, went to Diana. She said something to her I didn’t hear, and Diana said something in reply.


    Sometimes you love someone and they don’t love you back. Or they don’t love you the way you want them to, even though every cell in your body knows they’re the right one for you. Maybe you do what Anna did for so long, waiting even though you know, deep down, it’ll never come. Or maybe you do what Diana did, taking love by what might be trickery, might be force.


    You’d think it would have drawn Diana and Anna together, that frustration. That sorrow.


    And those of us that are loved? We know. Sometimes we care.


    Sometimes we don’t.


    Sometimes we ride away on a motorcycle, rumbling down a moonlit road, headed back up to Lake Michigan. Hair whipping back in the wind, with that smile I’d never seen before tonight on her face. Never looking back at all.


    •
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    1. Three Women (1978)


    Oil on canvas, 30 x 40”


    Detroit Institute of Art


    Detroit, Michigan


    Latimer painted Three Women while still a student at the Rhode Island School of Design. It is the earliest completed painting that displays the hyperrealism characterizing the first period of her work.


    Three young women sit close together on a park bench in autumn. Two hold hands, while the third has her hand on the knee of the center figure. Their expressions are serious, almost stern, as if they resent the artist’s presumption in portraying them.


    At this stage of her career, Latimer was still experimenting with issues of compositional balance. The brightness of the orange trees offsets the dour colors of the models’ clothes; the tilt of the models’ heads and the orientation of their legs impel the viewer to look at the trees rather than at them. It as if the viewer is being pushed away from people and towards nature.


    None of these models appears in any of Latimer’s later work. Presumably they were fellow RISD students. Latimer herself appears in early works of others who were at RISD at the time, including A. C. Stahl and J. J. Kramer.


    Discussion questions:


    a. Use the magnifying lens provided to examine the hairs on the models’ arms, the loose fibers in their sweaters, and the veins in the leaves. Many details in a Latimer painting are not visible to those who view the work at ordinary distances. Why do you think she inserted such typically invisible minutiae? What effect do they have on your experience of the painting?


    •


    19. Self-Portrait with Surrogates (1984)


    Oil on canvas, 51 x 771⁄4”


    Rhode Island School of Design Museum


    Providence, Rhode Island


    The first of Latimer’s paintings to draw critical attention, Self-Portrait with Surrogates portrays the notorious child abuse and murder case of the Wilson family, which dominated the Rhode Island news media at the time. Seven-year-old Lisa Wilson, clad only in underwear and displaying both old scars and fresh cuts, is being beaten with an electrical extension cord wielded by her father, while her mother holds her in place. None of the figures displays any emotion; it is as if they are spectators at the event.


    The details, again in the hyperrealist style, closely match those of the Wilson case. The family home is accurately depicted, and the scars on Lisa Wilson’s body correspond with photographs in the court file.


    Discussion questions:


    a. The composition and live-action flavor of this work resemble 18th- and 19th-century patriotic or polemical depictions of battles and famous events; David’s The Death of Socrates (1787) (Fig. 5) is a clear influence. Why does Latimer employ such devices in a portrayal of domestic violence? Does it alter your perception of what you are “really” seeing?


    b. Some biographers associate the painting’s title with the emotional and physical abuse Latimer herself experienced as a child. Is there anything in the picture itself to show that this is really a “self portrait?”


    c. Does the fact that Latimer’s parents were living when she painted this work alter the way you perceive it?


    •


    34. Magda #4 (1989)


    Oil on poplar wood, 30 x 21”


    Private collection


    Sometimes called “Devotion” by critics, this nude is the earliest extant work featuring Magda Ridley Meszaros (1963-2023), Latimer’s favorite model and later her wife. The lushness of the flesh and the rosiness of the skin are reminiscent of Renoir’s paintings of Aline Charigot (see, e.g., The Large Bathers (1887) (Fig. 8)). Latimer maintains microscopic hyperrealism even as she employs radiating brushstrokes which emanate from the model, as if Meszaros is the source of reality itself.


    Discussion questions:


    a. The materials and dimensions of this painting duplicate those of Da Vinci’s La Gioconda (c. 1503-1519) (Fig. 17). Is this merely a compositional joke or homage by Latimer? How does it change the way you see the painting?


    b. Most biographers agree that Latimer and Meszaros were already lovers by the time this work was completed. Is this apparent from the composition or technique? From the pose of the model? As you proceed through the exhibit, note similarities and differences between this and other portrayals of Meszaros over the next 34 years.


    •


    48. Conjuring (1993)


    Acrylic on masonite, 48 x 96”


    Private collection


    Her largest composition and only known landscape, Conjuring appeared during a fallow period in Latimer’s work. In 1992 and 1993 she completed only three paintings.


    The scene is an overcast day in a valley in northern New Hampshire. Although it is summer, the foliage on the hills contains much grey and purple, conveying a wintery feel. While Latimer renders exacting details in rocks, trees, even blades of grass, in this work she also employs a forced monotony in the brushwork; the shape of every stroke is practically identical to every other.


    In the precise center of the composition, wearing baggy khaki clothing, Magda Ridley Meszaros walks along an empty dirt road, recognizable only under a magnifying lens. She does not appear to be aware of the artist.


    Discussion questions:


    a. The aforementioned slack period in Latimer’s work coincided with several crises in her life: her only interval of estrangement from Magda Meszaros, precipitated by parental opposition to their relationship; the death by drug overdose of her close friend, the singer Pamela Enoch (1965-1993); and Latimer’s own life-threatening illness. Her hyperrealist period ends with this painting. Can we see these life crises in this composition? Is there any hint of Latimer’s coming change in style?


    •


    49. Performance (1994)


    Acrylic on canvas, 32 x 41”


    National Portrait Gallery,


    Washington, D.C.


    Generally regarded as one of the outstanding memorial portraits of the 20th century, Performance is also the first painting of Latimer’s “highlight” period, which occupied the rest of her career.


    Latimer was fascinated by the restoration of the Sistine Chapel ceiling (1980-1994), which sharply enhanced the clarity and brightness of Michelangelo’s colors. Although some still doubt whether the restoration reflected the artist’s intentions, Latimer was most interested in the side-by-side contrast between the pre- and post-restoration appearance of the frescoes (see “before” and “after” pictures of The Creation of Adam (figs. 11 and 12)). In one of her diaries, she wrote:


    They stripped away the hurts and filth of five centuries and released the purity within. It’s like looking at one of the Platonic forms—beneath the battered, mundane person, the person we see in everyday life, is the true person—the soul, maybe, or the heart. Of course it looks less “real” to us—we’re so used to the violence and degradation imposed on us by the world that we’re unprepared for ourselves without it.


    How did I miss this before? Maybe I wasn’t ready, til now, to understand it. But after what happened, what’s still happening, this is the perfect tool, maybe the only tool.


    After 1994, nearly all of Latimer’s paintings feature one or more “highlight figures,” people in a painting whose coloration has the clarity and brightness of the restored Sistine Chapel frescoes, as contrasted with the duller, more commonplace tones of everything else in the composition. They seem out-of-place and fantastical, even cartoonish, and yet Latimer employed the same level of microscopic detail in her “highlight figures” as in their surroundings.


    The first critics who saw Performance misunderstood Latimer’s introduction of “highlight” figures, because the painting is set on the stage of the Providence Performing Arts Center, and the central figure is the artist’s recently deceased friend, the singer Pamela Enoch. Because she appears on the stage as if she were performing a concert, Enoch’s heightened colors were taken at the time to represent the effect of theatrical spotlights. Arthur Mallory’s review called the lighting “sentimental in an otherwise naturalistic work,” noting that true spotlights would have enhanced the colors of the surrounding stage as well.


    Magda Meszaros is visible in the front row, the only member of the audience. She has turned in her seat to face the artist. Meszaros is not portrayed as a “highlight” figure, but in the same comparatively muted tones as the theatre.


    Discussion questions:


    a. As you view the many “highlight” figures in the remaining paintings in this exhibit, consider whether these figures seem more or less “real” to you than those painted in ordinary colors. Why?


    b. Critics and biographers have puzzled over Latimer’s words, “what happened, what’s still happening,” which seem to refer to the event or events that inspired or impelled her to adopt the “highlight” style. But what events were they, and how did they lead to this change?


    c. Not until 2025 did Latimer paint Magda Ridley Meszaros as a “highlight” figure. Usually she appears in ordinary tones, as here. Why is this so?


    d. Why does Meszaros wear a puzzled expression?


    •


    59. Critique (1997)


    Acrylic on canvas, 44 x 67”


    Davison Art Center


    Wesleyan University, Middletown, Connecticut


    Latimer painted this piece to commemorate the addition of her Self-Portrait with Surrogates (#19) to the permanent collection of the RISD Museum. The setting is the Contemporary Artists gallery of the Museum; Self-Portrait with Surrogates hangs at the center of the composition, with adjacent works also visible, notably Intelligentsia (1986) by her friend and classmate J. J. Kramer.


    In the foreground is the child Lisa Wilson (the subject of Self-Portrait with Surrogates) painted as a “highlight” figure. The young girl is presented as if she were a critical viewer of Self-Portrait with Surrogates; she is turned three-quarters toward the artist, but her left hand is raised toward the painting in a dismissive gesture. Her face is wry and full of humor; she appears to like the artist, even if she does not think much of the painting.


    Discussion questions:


    a. How do you interpret Lisa Wilson’s apparent attitude towards Latimer’s earlier painting? Is Latimer ridiculing her own work?


    b. Why is Lisa Wilson portrayed as younger than she was in Self-Portrait with Surrogates? Why without visible evidence of abuse? What is the significance of the party dress she wears?


    •


    60. Excerpt from The Silent Voices (1997)


    Video recording, 23 Min.


    By permission of WGBH Television

    and the Public Broadcasting Service.


    While working on Critique, Latimer was one of the subjects of Elijah Baptista’s video documentary concerning contemporary artists, The Silent Voices. In the excerpt shown here, she stands in the Contemporary Artists Gallery, making preliminary drawings. Oddly, she is not sketching the gallery or the paintings on the wall, but detailing the face of Lisa Wilson herself. Although there are no photographs or prior sketches evident (apart from Self Portrait with Surrogates), the drawing is precise, showing the same wry expression that will appear in the finished work.


    Discussion questions:


    a. Now that you see Latimer’s manner of speaking and moving, are you surprised? Does she seem like the sort of person who would produce this sort of work?


    b. At the end of the excerpt, Baptista asks Latimer why she needed to come to the Museum in order to sketch a study of Wilson’s face. Latimer’s answer is, “You have to paint what you see, not what you think you’re supposed to see.” This admonition is a commonplace among visual artists. What does it mean when uttered by someone who paints with such obvious imagination?


    •


    72. Grace (2001)


    Acrylic on canvas, 20 x 60”


    Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art,


    North Adams, Massachusetts


    One of several pieces recounting Latimer’s difficult relationship with her parents, Grace portrays a Thanksgiving dinner in their home. Her father, Mason Latimer (1930-2008), poses as if saying grace before the meal, but both he and his wife Sheila Rosenberg (1935-2014) are staring scornfully at Theresa Rosenberg Latimer and Magda Ridley Meszaros, who sit at the opposite end of the table, looking down at their plates.


    Standing behind the artist and Meszaros, apparently observed by no one, is Pamela Enoch (the subject of Performance, #49), the only “highlight” figure in the composition. Smiling, she holds her palms above the heads of her two friends as if in benediction.


    Discussion questions:


    a. Critics have noted references in this painting to both Rockwell’s Freedom From Want (1943) (Fig. 18) and Dali’s Sacrament of the Last Supper (1955) (Fig. 19). What is the point of quoting two such wildly disparate pieces together? Is this a parody?


    b. Pamela Enoch appears in many of Latimer’s works after 1994, always as a “highlight” figure in her mid-twenties, dressed for a performance. Why repeat the same person so often, and why always in the same clothes? Is Enoch a symbolic figure?


    •


    91. The Mourners (2008)


    Acrylic on canvas, 20 x 30”


    American Labor Museum,


    Haledon, New Jersey


    The setting is a parking lot in Pawtucket, Rhode Island, that stands on the location of the 1908 Alger’s Mill fire, in which 34 workers were killed. Two distinct groups of “highlight” figures appear. Near the center stand the Alger brothers, the Mill owners whose negligence was generally blamed for the deaths, although none were ever prosecuted. They bow their heads and clasp their hands before them. Standing in a circle around them are 25 victims of the fire, their own sorrowful gazes fixed on the Alger brothers. All are dressed as they would have been in the late 19th or early 20th centuries.


    Here, as elsewhere, Latimer has been praised for the quality of her research. Although historians have authenticated the faces of most of the fire victims, many of the relevant photographs have taken years or even decades to find.


    Discussion questions:


    a. Most of the figures in this painting are younger than they were at the time of the 1908 fire. Tara Aquino, in her assiduous tally of Latimer’s subjects (2038), has calculated that 84% of the “highlight” figures are in their 20s and 30s, and the rest are mostly children. By contrast, Latimer’s non-highlighted figures show an ordinary spread of ages. Why does Latimer make this age distinction between “highlight” and “ordinary” figures? Why not portray people as they were at the time of the relevant events?


    b. One of the striking things about this painting is that the victims appear to be mourning for those who were responsible for their deaths. What is Latimer’s message here?


    c. Young Lisa Wilson, a recurring figure in Latimer’s work, is visible at the far right of the composition, gesturing towards the group of mourning figures. Why include a contemporary figure in an otherwise period group? Is there a connection between this painting and the others in which she appears?


    •


    117. Self-Portrait with Family (2015)


    Acrylic on canvas, 36 x 45”


    Private collection


    The setting is Latimer’s own bedroom, recognizable from the furniture and memorabilia. Latimer at her then-current age of 56 crouches in the bed in a nightgown, her face hidden in her hands as if in fear, sorrow, or pain. Standing by the side of the bed, glowering down at their daughter in reproach or rage, are her parents Mason Latimer and Sheila Rosenberg. They are “highlight” figures.


    Kneeling on the bed with Latimer is Magda Meszaros. Both are painted in muted colors, as contrasted with the highlighted parents. Meszaros is in a protective posture, one hand on Latimer’s curved back and the other gesturing as to repel an invader.


    Discussion questions:


    a. Why does the artist paint her parents as they appeared in their twenties, before her own birth?


    b. Why are neither Meszaros’s fierce gaze nor her guardian hand directed at the figures of the parents (the only other people in the composition), but at a point beyond the right border of the picture?


    c. This work was composed in the year following Sheila Rosenberg’s death from brain cancer, which was also the year in which Latimer and Meszaros finally married. How many uses of the word “family” are implied by the title?


    •


    131. To Interfere, for Good, in Human Matters (2018)


    Acrylic on canvas, 30 x 60”


    F. Cooley Memorial Art Gallery,


    Reed College, Portland, Oregon


    The scene is a crowded street in downtown Providence. A homeless woman with a young child sits on the doorstep of what may be a church; they are malnourished, shabbily dressed, and the woman holds out her hand as if asking for alms. The dozens of others on the street around her are a mix of both “highlight” figures and characters painted in muted colors (as are the beggar woman and her child). The composition pushes the eye of the viewer back and forth between the different groups in a sort of tennis match: from a “highlight” figure one is drawn to a muted figure, then to another “highlight” figure, then to another muted figure, back and forth until one has scrutinized every figure in the picture.


    This oscillation forces the viewer to see the contrast between these two groups. Superficially, the muted figures wear everyday clothes contemporary to 2018, while the “highlight” figures are clad in varying styles from the previous 150 years. More significant, however, are their differing reactions to the homeless pair. The muted figures bypass the seated beggars, or approach them while looking elsewhere; a few are watching them from the corners of their eyes. The “highlight” figures, on the other hand, all stand motionless, each facing the mother and child, each with a look of pity or compassion on her or his face. Some reach out their hands as if to touch the pair, but none actually reach them.


    Discussion questions:


    a. As in other Latimer paintings, critics have observed references to other works, notably Courbet’s Real Allegory of the Artist’s Studio (1855) (Fig. 40) and Bosch’s Garden of Earthly Delights (c. 1504) (Fig. 41). Again, why does Latimer quote from two such different pieces?


    b. Athena Ptolemaios (2025) has suggested that there is a racial or cultural message here. The muted figures are turning away from one of their own, while the “highlight” figures reach out to the stranger. Are we being shown than it is easier to feel compassion for those who are far away, or different?


    c. While her technique here earned much praise, Latimer has been criticized for the blatantness of the message. Thomas Taney (2030) was particularly scornful of Latimer’s unexplained use of a passage from Dickens’s A Christmas Carol (1843) as the title of the piece. Do you agree with Taney?


    •


    146. Almost (2022)


    Oil on poplar wood, 30 x 21”


    Private collection


    Almost is the last portrait Latimer made of Magda Ridley Meszaros during the latter’s lifetime. It is an unsentimental portrayal, detailing the damage done by both breast cancer and chemotherapy with all the hyperrealist accuracy at Latimer’s command. From her favorite chair, Meszaros gazes quietly at the artist. One detects neither fear, defiance, nor even acceptance, only the affection of one life partner for another.


    Standing on either side of Meszaros are four “highlight” figures: Pamela Enoch and three other women who have not been identified. They are looking not at Meszaros but at the artist, their arms held wide.


    Discussion questions:


    a. The subject, size and materials of Almost are identical to those of Magda #4 (#34), so that it is natural to compare them. Whereas the brushwork in Magda #4 pointed to Meszaros herself, in Almost the strokes radiate from the “highlight” figures; even the strokes with which Meszaros is painted come from them. What other differences do you see between the two works? What similarities?


    b. Why are the “highlight” figures smiling?


    •


    155. Comfort (2025)


    Acrylic on canvas, 11 x 81⁄2”


    Private collection


    The last known completed work of Theresa Rosenberg Latimer is Comfort, found among her personal effects after her death by medication overdose at the age of 66.


    It is a quadruple portrait, somewhat reminiscent of her Three Women (#1). The setting is the exterior of Latimer’s home, although the focus is so tight that only certain abnormalities in the brickwork allow us to identify it. The four figures are Pamela Enoch dressed for a performance, Lisa Wilson in her party dress, Magda Meszaros as a young model, and Latimer herself at 30, the beginning of her most productive period. Latimer stands slightly in the foreground, one step ahead of the others; Enoch and Wilson are to her left, Meszaros to her right, as if they are ready to catch her if she falls.


    All four women are “highlight” figures, bright and clear with strong definitions and confident lines. They are more radiant than the “highlight” figures of Latimer’s earlier works; light pours from them, and they drown out the color of the bricks behind them. Enoch’s, Wilson’s and Meszaros’s faces are fixed on Latimer, who is smiling broadly, with flushed cheeks and eyes full of hope.


    Discussion questions:


    a. The title Comfort was suggested by Paula Tarso, executrix of Latimer’s artistic estate; we do not know what Latimer herself planned to call it. Do you think the name fits?


    •
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    Mr. Important 1 gestures at her, clears his throat. “And what about…?”


    “Oh, her. No, she’s just the janitor. She’s a litch. She can’t even talk.”


    “Well, then.” Important 1 takes Important 2 by the arm. “Shall we discuss…”


    Keiya’s fingers clench around the handle of the vacuum. One advantage to this position: nobody believes you’re listening. Nobody pays attention to a slump-backed brownish girl with droopy-lidded eyes. She’s got all the genes that make her look Less Human, according to the Important powers that be. Dark and flat and empty eyes, waylaid by a passing speck of dust, turned down at the edges same as her mouth. All of her face droops. She’s like a flower that no one ever watered.


    Maudlin.


    It’s not her fault, of course. Problem is Keiya’s brain never told her to paste her lips upright if she wants people to be nice. It’s the IQ machine. She’s been told she’d make a very good robot, all things considered.


    Her hair is fuzzy on the back of her neck. A cluster of bees.


    The windows of the station reveal an expanse of space that is flatter and blacker than even Keiya’s eyes. It’s supposed to have depth, but the vacuum—the big one—is so big that it circles back round to look flat again. The universe: one thing as void and useless as she is.


    It’s a comforting mantra.


    Of course Morit has to go and change that.


    She’s a consultant of something-or-other, bright and cheery and spiky-haired, walks like she’s got the world on her shoulders and doesn’t mind at all. Woman in a man’s shirt and khakis. Well, maybe you can’t specify like that. But it’s a shirt with buttons and a collar and rolled up at the sleeves. Her wrists are sharp and mobile.


    She’s wearing rectangular glasses and carrying a clippad, and she sweeps onto the TSS with this Can-Do Attitude to investigate every nook and cranny. Improve every shortcoming! Quality control! That, Keiya thinks wryly, should ideally involve putting me out the airlock. But Morit doesn’t even pause, just springs past her to peer wisely at a faulty aero vent.


    That’s what irks Keiya, at first. No no no, Ms. Quality Control, don’t you see. You’re supposed to throw me out with the dust. Clean it! Fix it! Dispose of me.


    But it’s true, even Keiya must acknowledge, she herself is excellent at cleaning toilets.


    So she does that. For the rest of the week. By the end of her Friday shift, Keiya is almost forgetting to worry. And then there’s Morit, leaning against the wall by the sink, she’s wearing jeans and her going-home jacket and Morit is like, “Sooooo.”


    Keiya blinks up at her pretending to beam lasers out her brain, like, I cannot talk. Have you not noticed that I cannot talk? You are, perhaps, not the sharpest tack in the room, and this room includes me.


    “Abya,” says Morit. “Don’t you have, like, a communication device of some kind?”


    Well, sure, she’s got her tablet, but it’s not like anyone wants to talk to her, and it’s too much of a bother to program the right phrases in. The ones she’d use. She starts thinking about the very smallest things she wants to say, and her head spins and she has to lie down.


    So, in theory yes. But really, no.


    She shrugs.


    Morit’s brow furrows. Morit is clearly not used to this kind of reticence. Keiya thinks, Ha ha. I have got you now. Got for what purpose, to what end, she doesn’t know. But it’s perversely satisfying, how the first time someone tries to talk to her she’s managed to put them off.


    “I swear to god,” says Morit. “If they haven’t given you a keyboard of some kind, I’m going to HR—”


    Keiya holds both her hands up. Stop. She reaches into the big pocket, pulls out the tablet, shows it to Morit. Points at the little speaker for emphasis. Yes, I can talk. You’re worried about my welfare. She’s worried about my welfare, isn’t she? Oh, ha ha ha.


    “Oh,” says Morit, and something unlike worry crosses her face and she backs away. Two steps. “Okay.”


    Keiya thinks the little quirk above her nose is kind of cute. She has, evidently, flummoxed Morit in a curious way. Without even words. And now Morit is wrinkling her sharp small nose and it’s not an unappealing result.


    Keiya hits herself in the head at that point.


    Morit says “Oh,” again, this time with her voice dipping into concern and then to fear, and she backs away further—slowly, slowly, out the door.


    Keiya smiles and does a little waltz with her vacuum bot.


    Another one bites the dust.


    •


    She writes on the computer that night. NO, NO NOSES, ABYA, NO, CRINKLES NO. YOU ARE A CUSTODIAN CLASS III. YOU LITERALLY WEAR A SACK. XX NOT LITERALLY YOU WEAR A UNIFORM THAT IS LIKE A SACK. THERE IS NO. REASON. TO. DO.


    THE INKY BLACKNESS OF SPACE.


    I NEED TO CUT MY HAIR.


    She pulls it away from her neck, examines the thick length of ponytail. Black and glossy and dandruff-laden.


    You need to wash your hair, also.


    It’s only cause I pick out the scalp every day.


    Don’t you tell me what to do!


    She laughs in her room, crazy-maniacal laugh she’s seen doctors be afraid of, alone at her desk with her feet swinging. Keiya is only 1.5 meters tall.


    Hahahahahaha.


    Nash on the computer screen sways to the beat. Nash is a singer that Keiya admires. She’s tall and sleek and golden-skinned, with a ponytail artfully tied and twice the length of Keiya’s. You can be robotic neurotic dystopic—your outlook is myopic. The songs are rhythmic and rhymed and words packed close like fried mice in a tin.


    Words dense and interlocked, no sound escapes and no syllable unravels. Dysphoric dystonic.


    Nash is written down in the medical papers as Keiya’s Special Interest.


    There are a couple others in there: floorplans, dictionary entries, polar coordinates and the shapes formed therefrom, making things clean.


    With the polar coordinates she once spent a day repeating Lemons Lemons Lemons because she couldn’t remember the word; when she went home and checked it turned out she meant lemniscates.


    The Traveling TSS (Tayagaki Space Station) took Keiya on because they have affirmative action for Persons With Disabilities. Sounds like a Justice, but Keiya knows better: it’s mostly a shtick to acquire menial workers. They need people to clean because TSS is a prime tourist destination. Morit is meant to be sprucing it up for the Euer’s return in two weeks. The Euer is a Very Important. Keiya is like, hahaha, plz. I’ve seen him before. Stuffy old snooty man whose nose is always running. Do you need a handkerchief for that, Euer?


    It turns out that Morit is on the Committee for Eugenics.


    Well, fuckballs.


    Keiya does her research. Shoulda known that Quality Control wouldn’t be the whole story. Morit is a professor of bioethics—new to the committee, recently hired to assuage their moral reservations. She will observe the committee’s workings and bring an objective perspective to the table. Objective perspective. Dysphoric dystonic. It fits in well with the Nash lyrics and Keiya laughs, bitterly. Same old story: checks and balances, bioethics like a mask they put on to mime human conscience. Last-minute moral panic, before they decide it’s okay to get rid of you anyway.


    Not all the Importants are into Eugenics but a lot of them are. You have to be careful these days. Never know when one of em will flip the switch and declare their support. Back in the Litch Guild they used to keep a big chart, ticking down percentages to doom. Is Morit on that chart now? No way to know.


    Keiya thinks about telling her—via mail, or keyboard, or Anonymous Performance Review—that eugenicists used to include Homosexuals in their cleansing efforts. But she suspects that Morit already knows that. She suspects Morit has very sensible justifications that put her Philosophy degree to good use.


    Mhmm, she looked up Morit’s CV. Who doesn’t, when a new person enters the station.


    Whatcha gonna do when they come for you.


    And as for how she knew—well. She doesn’t know, for sure. But people broadcast signals with their hair and clothes for Reasons, and she’s fairly adept at reading the signals, and Morit’s broadcasting crystal clear.


    She wonders if Morit has a girlfriend. (Or a boyfriend, mustn’t leave stones unturned.)


    She hits herself in the head, hard with her knuckles, until her forehead has these indentations and bruises. That happens a lot. She goes to get the docbot to clean her up.


    No blood this time though. No shattered mirror.


    •


    It’s happened once before. There was a lithe smiling bouncy technician with twitchy fingers and rubbery limbs. He was pale-brownish, he had soft wavy hair and light eyes. Keiya needed stitches in her forehead twice. She gave herself a concussion.


    Headache city.


    Morit is whitish, her eyes and hair are dark dark brown. She’s wiry but solid. Her voice is low and smooth and hyper-educated.


    She’s kind of worse.


    Keiya hates Prettiness, slam slam oh hot damn, rush of blood to the head like she’s hanging upside down.


    Mr. Technician was cute and he hugged her once unprompted which made her freeze up and scream, and she was very proud afterward, of having driven this one away too. Like anyone anyone anyone else.


    Then Morit. Morit will be harder to drive away, because she wants Keiya to talk.


    And it’s going well, she’s upping her arsenal of Weird Behaviors to the max, she’s parroting and stimming and chirping and shrinking into corners—pretending it’s a choice—but then comes the day that Morit’s waiting for her, microphone in hand, and Morit asks her to take out the tablet and Keiya does, and then Morit points the microphone right at the speaker and says:


    “I want you to tell me your perspective on eugenics.”


    •


    You can be robotic neurotic erotic.


    Morit is smiling, so eager, her face all open sesame like this is simple. Like it won’t take Keiya several days to compose even a fractured, incomplete response.


    Keiya types a single word.


    “No.”


    Morit crosses her arms, huffy. “Okay, you intensely laconic person.” The italics are evident in her voice. Oh my god, Hard Words, sound the alarm. “Let’s do this the hard way. I found your writings in the Network database. I want to have a colloquium with you. A proper debate, a meeting of the minds. Look—do you drink alcohol? I’ll buy you a drink.”


    Keiya’s eyes are flicking all over the place cause she’s been caught, she’s been proven, Not A Litch Not Exactly Anyway, Mystery Woman Looks Like a Litch But Types Words, What Do We Do Now—usual headlines of the nondisabled public. She wonders if Morit is looking for a headline, too. A case study, perhaps? Is she here to analyze Keiya’s QOL? Litch Declares Her Quality of Life Acceptable, Too Stupid to Know Otherwise…


    But Morit is befuddling. Keiya has read her papers, the official positions in her record. Litches should not exist, but it’s cruel to kill them. You nip them in the womb, or as children, before they can declare that their lives are worth living. But an adult litch has Human Agency like everyone else, and Morit will support accommodations like a champ.


    Keiya can only conclude that Philosophy, as a discipline, is downright loony.


    And Morit still gazes at her, bright-eyed. There’s a negligible quiver at the back of Keiya’s mind, the beginning of an idea.


    She types another word. “Coffee.”


    Morit laughs. It’s infectious. Or it would be, if Keiya laughed anymore. “Okay,” says Morit, with a tone of conceding defeat, of bowing to compromise. “Coffee it is. Tomorrow? Eleven AM sharp?”


    Sharpety sharp sharp. Keiya nods. Sharp like your gotdamn nose, or a mirror fragment she could cut up her face with.


    •


    It’s true: Keiya used to work for the Litch Guild. She used to spin out impassioned speeches, post them on the database, garner critiques and flamewars and ardent supporters. She used to be a Somebody. Overrated, abya.


    And isn’t it curious, Morit, that the litches created a Guild of their own? That we’ve shown ourselves able to mobilize? When the very label you apply to us, litch, seems to preclude that. Litch is derived from leech meaning “drain on society, unproductive, waste of resources”. Ballast existence. But we’ve done things for ourselves, haven’t we—and isn’t that funny, isn’t that odd.


    But she doesn’t plan on telling this to Morit.


    Because, see, herein lies the rub. When they think you’re useless, they want you dead. But when they start to consider you useful:


    (1) They want you to live.


    (2) They want you to stay alive for them. For their inspiration, their edification.


    (3) They start doing things like patting you on the shoulder and telling you they’ve been so privileged to meet you, that you’ve changed their outlook on life.


    And that is why Keiya left the Litch Guild.


    Cost-benefit analysis. She may not be up on the details of utility, as Morit is, but she knows intuitively that it’s better to be skipped over as a blankeyed husk than it is to peddle yourself as a zoo animal.


    The Litch Guild was for litches, but like everything else, the normals made it about them.


    Technically, it’s a hiatus. Keiya let her license expire, temporarily. She’s supposed to go back One of These Days.


    But even the thought of repeating her old arguments to Morit fills her with a nameless trepidation and despair.


    Only Nash has the answers to these questions. Keiya puts on the track. Stars dazzle outside the window. Keiya smashes her entire body against a bulkhead, trying to shake free of the anxiety, the anxious fantasy.


    Nothin we can do babe. The song reads like a portent.


    Love me like an enemy these pleasantries this courtesy, you’d kill me in the theoretical but our DOI is just rhetorical, we got the words so perfectly set up they all convinced we’re too opposed to fuck, but sooner or later babe the secret’ll be out, shut me up and slap me so I know what you’re about


    Nash gets it. Nash knows where it’s at.


    Nash is the one who taught Keiya that an echo is stronger than diamond.


    DOI stands for Difference of Interest, something that occurs between Importants. That’s the formal name, but everybody calls it a Difference of Opinion. It is often the reason behind crimes and misdemeanors. Crime of passion is one thing; crime of DOI, another. The Importants will get into fights all the time over blank frontier lands, over unmined moons and planets ripe for colonization.


    I, too, am an unclaimed colony. Morit wants my head and nothing else.


    My head for a study? My head for her to play Devil’s Advocate? My head for her to crack it open…


    She can’t fathom it, and she tries until the head in question hurts.


    Dangerous liaisons.


    •


    They meet in the station cafeteria but it’s awkward as hell since higher-ups like Morit aren’t supposed to be seen talking to the janitor. This is some Romeo and Juliet shit, Keiya thinks wryly. She never read the play but everyone knows the gist. They both die in the end.


    But anyway, too many cafeteria stares, too much murmur. So they curl up in the hall by one of the big spacey windows, on the wide sill, balancing their coffee on their knees. Keiya sips more caffeine than she’s meant to, and tries to convince herself that’s what’s set her hands to shaking.


    (She has tremors, y’know. Her hands are almost always shaking.)


    Keiya lays it out for Morit, simple. She has a statement prepared on her tablet. Litch does not indicate lower quality of life. Other people make it harder for us. If society treats us as people, then we will be people. Kindergarten justice but it’s hard for Importants to grasp.


    Morit listens and asks eager questions and Keiya finds her fingers tripping over each other, can’t type fast enough to keep up.


    Don’t you think it’s cruel, to allow children to live as you do? Given the choice, wouldn’t you prefer to be cured, at least?


    No no no no no no


    Sweet naïve Morit. Terribly silly Morit, who thinks Keiya ought to be blipped out of existence, yet asks her the questions like Keiya’s opinion on it matters.


    There’s a moment her head goes all clear like she’s back on her meds and she’s some kind of zombie, they’ve taken out her proper neuronal connections, all is disparate and scattered and she can see reality. It’s only cause Morit is never like, Keiya sweetheart. Everyone else has been like, Keiya sweetheart. Well-meaning caregivers with ready smiles and hands eternally in position to help. Importants. Near about everyone.


    Keiya tells herself: Of all the people you could get tangled up with, this is the least safe.


    Except it’s fragile, that statement, it will shatter into millions of pieces like the mirror when she smashes her head into it. That’s a lie. Mirror smash. Our DOI is just rhetorical.


    Morit’s ridiculous, abya.


    •


    Keiya knows well the danger of getting into habits with others. Habit is a personal, litchy thing—rituals and shoes lined up just so. But Morit’s strange argumenty thing becomes a habit. They hang out by the spacey windows and sip coffee and debate, they talk about Keiya’s life, theorize, is your life worse than others yes it is but that’s others’ fault. Morit is quite reasonable and her hands move quick. Fly through the air in gesticulations.


    She knows, at some point, it will catch up with her—that there will be consequence. For allowing a normal into her life. For allowing this normal, who sees the hypothetic litch as an assemblage of facts and figures, but who sees Keiya as almost a person.


    After the 5th time—traded words and spiraling coffee-heat and the flat blank Big Vacuum outside the window—after that, is when it goes down. Keiya returns to her quarters to find Importants 1 and 2 waiting for her. She doesn’t resist. She doesn’t even move or cry, as they wrest her tablet from her grasp and throw it in the trash compactor. She goes as limp as a rag doll.


    You gotta be prepared. Nothin we can do babe


    It’s middle of the night when she wakes up sobbing and gasping and can’t hardly breathe, lungs giving out like she’s been stabbed with an invisible knife. Knife in her brain cause they took away her communication device and it’s probs cause she’s been talking to Morit, they don’t want her talking to Morit, think she’s gonna change Morit’s mind. But Morit isn’t gonna change. That’s the sad part. They’re afraid of you but you have no power; they see you big and looming like a monster and they take your keyboard, last kernel of defense you’ve got left.


    Cruel and unusual.


    She has to go see Morit.


    She slips out of her quarters and finds Morit’s room number on the station map.


    Morit opens the door looking tousled and shoddy but very very awake. She has an alcohol bottle in one hand, is wearing striped pajamas and a giant fuzzy sweater. “I was writing a paper,” she says. “For a conference I’m planning to attend. Bit late, I know,” and she grins until she notices that Keiya is limp and rocking and staring with distress.


    Hey What’s Wrong


    Keiya holds out her empty hands, trying to mime, except she’s shaking all over. Leaflike. Not that we’ve got leaves up here.


    Morit is like “Are You Okay” and Keiya stares at her all, What is Okay, what does that word even Mean, how could I possibly be expected to answer this question. Morit is like, “Oh,” and puts a hand on Keiya’s shoulder presses down hard and leads her in. Closes and locks the door behind them. She remembered, Keiya thinks through the fizz of her upset. She remembered about deep pressure, no light touches.


    Non-litches can learn, ha ha.


    When Keiya slumps in the puffy armchair and manages to make her hands convey what happened, They took away my tablet took it took it you said you’d go to HR, hah, Morit goes to her room and comes back with another tablet which she shoves into Keiya’s hands, no questions asked.


    “Isn’t that yours,” Keiya types.


    Morit shrugs. “I can find another somewhere. It’s criminal, what they did.”


    Criminal, she says, as though the law is relevant.


    Morit the Eugenicist, who would have Keiya dead, but who doesn’t say I would never take away your tablet because she doesn’t have to say so. Keiya knows.


    Keiya wonders what it means for her to see Morit like this, past midnight when Morit’s hair is all messed up and she’s loopy with sleep deprivation and pajamaed. Maybe it’s weird. Maybe it doesn’t count because Keiya is a litch. Maybe it’s not a scene clouded with intimacy because Keiya is a litch.


    She can only hope.


    •


    “So,” says Morit, one night when it’s got a bit late for philosophizing and when Keiya has, at long last, accepted that drink—if only just to prove she could. If only to see the shocked face of the bartender when he receives her ID and discovers, no, he’s got to sell alcohol to a litch, even if he thinks Morit is her caregiver of some kind and she’s dumb as a brick. Gotta let the excess population get drunk.


    Or tipsy, rather.


    Morit is adorably flushed, spinning out ten-dollar words in every sentence, rambling and stumbling like the Philosopher she is. What a sophist, baby. You’re all talk no action. Because action would mean your hands at my throat and you literally ready to snuff me out of existence, just like you promised in your monograph.


    Oh, excuse me. My toddler throat. My past theoretical throat. Forgive me, if it’s hard for me to understand the difference.


    But philosophers don’t know what words mean. No idea that symbols on a page have bearing in reality. Keiya can speak and speak and Morit will still crinkle her nose at her, confused.


    Morit sees Keiya the person and she sees the word litch, and they are two circles in her head with no contact. Venn Diagram whose middle is empty. Lemniscate, cut through the center.


    Keiya wishes she could be flattered.


    She’s just waiting honestly for this to break and blow over so she can get on with her silent life. Keiya doesn’t need memories of her time with the Guild. This is dangerous. Morit calls her, unknowingly, back to her old occupation, and nothing we can do babe no way around that.


    So: act.


    If I’m a strumpet you’re a whore / Tell me what you waiting for


    Tell me what you’re waiting for.


    “So, what’s one of these things?” Morit asks, half-slurrily, crazy eyes and lopsided grin, tilted the same angle as her glasses. She always starts with a So. “You were saying, there’s things where you do conform to stereotype, you seem like a litch, and then there’s litch qualities that impact you in unexpected ways. Give me an example, abya?”


    Keiya laughs, leans forward to slam her fingers on the keypad. “So.” Echoing again. “We litches with my particular diagnosis. We’ve got a habit, we walk on our toes. See what that means…” She draws it out, amused by the need to explain toe-walking to an outsider. Heh heh. Secrets of the Trade. The trade, then, is a life of obscurity and humiliation.


    Good enough.


    “In short,” says Keiya, “I can walk really well in heels.”


    Litch Woman Not Supposed To Be Capable


    Mystery: Litch in Stilettos Takes Station By Storm


    She’s like, I own a zillion pairs. I can show you if you want. It’s not even speech it’s this gabbling confession blurted out of her tablet without clear intent. She’s riding the edge of a dangerous thought into sheer ruin.


    •


    You open your closet. You’re like, ha, hang on a second. With the keyboard. Morit puts her hands in her pockets and waits in the living room of your quarters, leaving you in the bedroom to struggle with the shoes. They’re pretty damn high like four inches and you’re otherwise still clad in your bag of a janitor’s uniform. Ridiculous. But your hips can sway and you convince yourself for an instant you’re a woman.


    Okay, you type, come back in.


    Morit’s wearing a tie, loosened. You hate her. She raises her eyebrows and does that, Oho, thing people do. Like, Indeed I was not expecting that. Satisfaction curls low in your gut because you have succeeded—you have surprised her. Heh. Victory is ours. Litch pride. Or something.


    You walk across the room and give a sort of celebratory, flourishy flap. You’re perfectly on balance.


    Morit is chuckling like she got the answer wrong on an exam and she’s just now finding out why. You stumble into her space. She catches you by the shoulder. Your faces are in kissing distance whatever whatever and then she draws back and sits down on your bed, with a thump.


    “Keiya,” she says, “Look, you’re not safe. Hanging round me.”


    You turn into a monster with raging gnashing teeth. Shoulda known.


    •


    “I just want you to be safe,” she says. “I am worried they will do things to you again…”


    Psh, concerned about my welfare. Keiya gnashes her monster teeth.


    “Look,” says Morit—leaning forward, folding her hands. “There’s a implant…”


    She doesn’t get any further before Keiya is typing as rapidly as she can and the tablet is speaking:


    No no no no no no no no no no no no no no no


    in an endless string, because really, what did Morit expect. Morit knows Keiya well enough. She ought to know what Keiya will find unbearable.


    Morit draws back, concern-pity blooming on her face. When the no’s are done Keiya types slowly. Waits for the words to emerge. “You think that’s what I want?”


    Morit shakes her head fast in exasperation. “No! No, of course I don’t! It’s just, Keiya, you know what the stakes are here. If you don’t accept some kind of reparative therapy, they—they might blank you out. They probably will. You’ve got too much clout for a litch, so unless they can classify you otherwise, they’ll just—want to get rid of you.” Her voice breaks on the last few syllables. “I shouldn’t have talked to you. We shouldn’t have started—whatever this is.” Hand-movement sloppy and vague.


    Well that’s your fault aint it, thinks Keiya sourly.


    She merely shrugs, like it doesn’t matter. Shoulda known. Nothing you can do. Should’ve assumed from the start, this wouldn’t work.


    Nothin we can do babe


    What you can do is finish the picture.


    Like, once Morit leaves, you can wrangle yourself into an outfit befitting the heels, sway back out to the station bar. You can get trashed and return to quarters then lie back on your bed sideways with your feet on the floor, in your shimmery skintight dress that’s printed with lollipops, fishnet stockings, hair sparkles and a face full of makeup, and jerk off with your stilettos still on. You think that’s gross, huh. She wonders what it’s like for people who are allowed to do these things.


    Dance around your room sans coordination, singing along to Nash’s most violently sad songs. Crash into a lamp and don’t bother to set it upright.


    Litch Can Sing But Cannot Talk: Hoax???


    Science Declares Speaking and Singing Use Very Different Brain Functions. But Can We Trust Science?


    She wonders what it’s like to be a person, a woman, who is allowed to be in this situation and it’s letting off steam it’s didn’t work out the way we thought it would, it’s my girlfriend dumped me or I dumped my girlfriend, she was fucking eugenics on the side. And then you’d get sympathy. The crowd would go, Aww, Keiya, I’m so sorry. Your girlfriend is a sack of trash. And she’d go, Hey! I work with trash for a living. That’s an insult to my chosen discipline.


    But Morit had never even even even.


    Together was not a word they’d dropped in this story.


    A romance conducted in asides and ellipses, a love story that never was. She’s full of words on how to describe it. Not so sure how to do anything but file it away in a memory box, hope the procedure blots out the details.


    She’s counting on that.


    •


    Of course they do blank her out. Keiya’s not sure how they get the legal permission to do this—or if they even bother, anymore. It’s a selective erasure of memory, just the stuff that Morit may have told her. Just so she don’t have the encyclopedic knowledge of the preps for the Euer and whatever she’s heard while janitoring her way round the place. It’s cool. Not like she was planning a conspiracy anyhow. Keiya doesn’t have the organizational skills for a coup.


    Course you gotta be strapped down and your head put in one of those things and bright lights white walls blah blah. Arms bound with thick leaden cloth. Spread like an angel. Keiya is compliant. She’s always been a patient like that, so good so good, with the nurses and caregivers cooing at her like an obedient pet.


    The doctor motions. Keiya spreads her arms wide.


    I, too, am an unclaimed colony.


    They strap her down to the machine. She slams her head back, closes her eyes.


    If you’re the mantle I’m the core / Tell me what you waiting for


    Tell me what you waiting for


    Foolish mortals. You underestimate. Echo is stronger than diamond.


    When she wakes up she will whisper it, the words of Nash still present on her lips, hovering and perfectly preserved—Tell me what you waiting for—and Morit will be in the corner of the room, arguing with the doctors. Her voice loud and clear and persistent. They will meet eyes, Keiya and Morit, and Morit will smile her grin crackling joy to see Keiya awake, alive, remembering a little, and Keiya will tell herself, sternly: You are never to speak to that woman again.


    What a stupid thing to think.


    •


    


    

  


  
    Boat in Shadows, Crossing


    


    


    Tori Truslow


    


    


    Come, let me whisper you a tale of the city where I was born, the Town Where Salt-Plums Grow. A summer tale: dark and succulent, with a bite of chill—the kind we love to tell on warm thick nights.


    Picture that place, between the soul-swallowing land and the heart-stealing sea, where once a merchant prince carved himself fine pleasure-gardens out of the swamp. Picture dusk shivering the water; hear the night-bells blooming! Picture a broad waterway sinking into moth-thick twilight. On the bank red grasses murmur, and the sky is ruffled in patterns like lace or lizard-skin.


    Hear the city shuffling its canal-streets, shifting its bridges. Just days until summer’s heart, the Carnival of Crossing. Time, soon, to shed old lives for new. Clots of wilted blossom hang over house-barges, dripping down, making way for festival fruit. Nestled there, under the trees’ shadows, is a carved red barge with fat yellow lanterns. Inside, a party of youths, all intent on astonishing each other with weird wild happenings.


    One, in pretty robes and rueful laughter, told the rest how a sun-tree ghost followed him through the gardens all day, lithe and coldly shining, asking if he’d come live with her.


    “I told her I already have a wife,” he said. “And besides, I prefer my lovers warm.”


    The servant who sat with them laughed at that. A new boy, handsome and dark; good enough fun to invite to the gathering. “What a narrow view of love you’ve got, Cail,” he said. “Why, only yesterday I saw the happy fruits of a love between living and dead.”


    The first’s man’s brother shook his head. “Don’t encourage him, Bue.”


    “Ah, Jerrin, let the lad have a turn,” said Cail. “And let him fill our cups as he does.”


    Bue poured their cups full to the brim, and served himself too, as none had forbidden him. Then, long fingers fidgeting with air, as if pulling words from the wine-scented lamplight, he spoke:


    •


    I always knew I’d get into the city, knew I’d not spend my life making fish traps in a swamp—though it was fixing a trap that got me here.


    It’s old living, in the mangroves; quiet living when the men lay down their whiskey-songs. I’d sit up by night between our old walls, looking out to the shine of the city, listening for its bells, its beat. I thought of slipping off more than once, I can tell you; creeping upstream and finding all the dangers, all the temptations the drunks dribble about. But my thoughts were always interrupted by the house, the walls. Pa said those planks weren’t special, just bits of old market-boats. But late at night they smelled of salt; muttered in tide-voices like souls chewed up by the sea. Their sighing kept me fixed, and their rhythm steered my weaving.


    One midnight I was mending a split trap, and thinking: I wish I had a way to make them better than the rest, get my Pa more fish. Mutter-stutter went the walls, and I stuck my fingers through the thing’s wicker mouth, grabbed hold of the death inside it—snagged like threads on the splinters—and wove it back into the sides. You follow me? Want, chase, take, I told it; swallow us a great fat catch. I made it fins and tail of palm, stones for eyes to see. And Pa took it next day and hung it in the water.


    Now we’ll see, I thought. But when Pa went to fetch it that evening, it wasn’t full of a great fat catch. Can you guess what was inside? I must have been dreaming of city girls when I fixed it up, because—well!


    Picture it: the trap tied to one house-pole by a long cord, and I’d patched it up with the hunger of dead things. Would you have stayed in one place? Ha! Maybe it swam as far as it could, death woven through it like veins, gaping its mouth in hope of swallowing some life. Maybe a plump fish came by, shining and quick! Maybe they liked the look of each other, maybe they danced, spun and tumbled in the current and turned the water milky.


    So when Pa pulled it up he saw its middle swollen full. But no fish inside, just a clutch of wicker beads rolling about—a bellyful of eggs! Pa didn’t know what to make of that, so he left them in a bucket and went to pull up the rest of the traps. Well, Ma found the bucket, only by then they’d hatched: little basketshoal with kicking tails and sucking mouths. That’s what sent my folks off boasting about my talent, and that’s what got me here.


    So I should thank that fish-trap, really, though I won’t say I’m not jealous it got all the fun that night.


    •


    So the servant finishes his tale. He tells it light, not as if it means anything much.


    But I’ll tell you a little more. Listen: down in the mangroves, just a few days before this story-telling night, a certain fisher pulled up wicker eggs that turned into wicker fish. He showed his wife the trap that bore them, shiny stones tied onto it like eyes. She shook her head and turned to their daughter.


    “It’s because you made it too lifelike,” she scolded, “and now something’s possessed it.”


    “Oh, no,” the daughter said. “I made it more deathlike. So it’d suck fish to the same fate.”


    And her parents thought, and conferred, and spoke to their cousins and their neighbors, who all agreed: a girl with such a talent could marry well.


    One said he’d heard of a wealthy ice merchant from across the seas with an unmarried son, who needed someone with haunt-tricks to help their business—he had bought a ghostwood barge to use as a roving shop but couldn’t get it to go. Now, Bue’s parents cared for their daughter but not for ghosty fish-traps—and to be joined to a merchant family was a fine thought. So they asked her, as they sat down to supper, what she thought.


    “But Ma, Pa, who’ll tend the traps?” Under her calm face, dismay tumbled with delight. The city, the city! But as a merchant’s wife?


    “I can do that,” her mother said. “Just think! No more blistering your fingers with work, but sitting in a high chair and commanding a house! And there’d be money to send home.”


    “So send me as a servant,” Bue said, ladling soup into their bowls. “I’ll earn you some coin, and I’d rather work with my hands than worry about accounts.”


    “I’ve heard nothing good about rich boys and servant girls,” said her father.


    Bue’s smile was not a delicate thing but a big rash grin when she said, “why should I be a girl?”


    And her parents were not hard people. “Ah, is that how it is?” said Bue’s mother, who had seen her nodding at shrines to the double-god Kam. “It’s a week till Crossing, isn’t it?”


    “Go as our son, then,” said her father. “If you find yourself happy, well enough. If you change your mind, come home for the Carnival, and we’ll send you back as our daughter.”


    Have I confused you? Oh, to be telling this tale in my own tongue! They say a bad workman blames her tools, and maybe so, but your language throws up strange borders. Understand: to her parents, Bue was a daughter, but to herself? Neither “he’ nor “she’ is exactly right, and nor is any third word. But these are the words you understand, so I’ll do what I can with them.


    Bue packed up her things: a pillow, spare shirt and trousers, her knife. She took the baby basket-fish, all tied on a string. The egg-bearing trap, she set quietly into the canal. Its spawn must have had a father—perhaps they’d wish to be reunited. In the dark water it beat its tail; went swift through the sluggish current.


    Then she sat and fixed traps. The weaving hurt her fingers; the walls were silent, the night slow.


    Morning came from the city, beckoning, and she was ready. She kissed her parents, set out with their neighbor. Out, over the ever-widening web of canals. Past the spiry silver and gold temples of the stars and moon, out to the north of the city, where ancient pleasure-gardens draped themselves over the banks. Where the bronze trees rang and the flame trees reached up to the sky; where rich squares of land were joined by sly pivoting bridges. Where the tall houses were dark shining wood with trailing silk curtains; where barges carried not goods but learning. Where the women wore organza gowns and grew their hair long, and only men kept theirs short. A glistering, jeweled web of a new world.


    Its waters and trees, bridges and boards all swelling with more ghosts than Bue could fathom.


    •


    But let’s return to that night of skittish lamp-lit tales and see Bue savor the merchant-sons’ laughter, play for their admiration. “How we laugh at boys like you, in the mangroves!” he said. “Pale and flimsy with riches, they say, but not me—I think you’re very fine. Your father too, Cail, a wise man! I knew, from the moment I met him.” He went on:


    •


    Wise to buy a boat built from old wicked wood, when all the modern merchants go scrabbling after craft made with demons’ trickery; wound-up ghosts in engines they were never meant to haunt. What speed is worth owing a debt to them?


    No, give me natural haunting any day—but a ghosty boat with pretty carved fins won’t go if it doesn’t want to, and there’s my entrance: bundled off by my proud parents to earn some gold.


    Bad luck, the village must’ve thought me, weaving death in the night while they worked and slept. Bad luck and good riddance, said their eyes when I went. But I think ghosts are like dice: you can be lucky or unlucky with them, and I got lucky.


    So I told this ice-seller—your good father, I mean—I can do anything you like with haunt-stuff, no problem. Boastful? If you like, but I believed it that morning, when the world and I stared at each other like new things. “Good,” said he, and showed me his boat. It was splendid, I said—didn’t ask where he’d got it from, or whether its eyeless grinning face unnerved him. “You’ll be well treated, boy, if you get this boat swimming by tomorrow—otherwise it’s back to whatever you were before.”


    Well, I bided my time till dark, waited up for that deep kind of night that gets ghosts restless. We’re heading toward that time now, and I’m sure the boat can hear us, so shush me if I crow too loud for beating it—it might swallow us all. Think it wouldn’t? Listen to the games it played last night. Under the brooding black I put my hands to its deck, which looked so smooth in day. It stuck me full of splinters.


    Too late, the thought squirmed in my brain: this is nothing like the fishes’ ragged little deaths. Maybe my luck’s run out.


    The canal ran colder, the dark got me sharper, and I felt the thing twitch. Not the surface; something under, full of size and pain and yells turned to knotty wood. Who’d cross that? Only a night-mad fool clinging to the city he’s only just won. Time to show what I’m made of, I thought, and spoke with a man’s swagger: “I’m your commander now, you’ll obey me.”


    The planks went warm, and wet, with a hollow gurgling noise that rose into a whisper. I hope you never get to hear that sound. It turned in my guts like a key; said I’d woken it.


    “Good,” said I. “You’ve work to do.”


    Then I saw that the sound came from mouths and mouths and mouths that had opened like wounds in the screens and railings, all toothed with thorns, and all with a voice like a twisted crowd jammed in a bottle with just one throat between them.


    “I’ll swallow you up,” it said, “and suck the spirit from your bloody bones.”


    “Ha!” said I; “I’ll jump overboard first, and I swim fast.”


    And with a ring of mouths that drew close to me along the floor, it said: “I’ll eat you right where you cower.”


    And, trailing mouths across the ceiling, it said: “I’ll catch you if you swim, too.”


    “Oh, so you can catch anything?” I scoffed, and—


    “Anything!” it grated with all its splintery mouths. Oh, I had it then.


    “Well I say I can release a fish you can’t catch.” How it laughed! Didn’t it wake you in your big house-boat? It laughed like it knew I’d end up squeezed among the untold deaths in its gut, and asked if I was so ready to bet my life on that.


    “I am, and a bet it is,” said I.


    And so we made a deal: if it could catch my fish, it could eat me and whatever else it liked. If not, it would do as I bade.


    And it seemed to still be laughing, but the sky was lightening, though night’s hours hardly felt spent, and I saw that what I had taken for mouths were in fact just cracks in the red paint.


    The merchant came. Time to test my luck! I tossed one little basket-fish over the side. In the water it turned lively and, feeling the furious thing behind it, shot away. The boat went after it with such a jerk that it broke its mooring, but it stopped at the busy street corner, not knowing which way the canny thing had gone.


    “Now, boat,” I whispered into its wood, proud as anything, “remember our bargain. Chase again if you catch its taste, or else go where I steer.” The merchant clapped his hands; I took my place by the monster’s tail, and away we went!


    •


    “You were so sure your creature would be fast enough?” said Jerrin.


    “Child of fish and ghost,” said Bue. “What could be quicker?” He told them how easily the boat responded to him, tail-rudder beating in the water; how the people who lived on that canal came to the windows of their stilt-borne houses and waved, shouting “he’s done it at last!” He told how they wove this way and that, calling out their wares: frozen treats, chilled teas from across the seas. The dawn blazed, the water was calm, and the things the boat had said were easy to forget under the dancing shadows of the flame trees.


    “Ah, enough,” said Jerrin, though the other boys looked glad of a chance to think of daylight. “We don’t want to hear about father’s work. Let me have my turn now.”


    “You’d do well to listen,” scolded Cail. Jerrin frowned and poured another cup of their father’s wine down his throat.


    “I’ve more mysteries,” promised Bue, who had tasted what it is to have an audience. “Listen: this is the best bit.”


    •


    Round another corner, we came to a wide water-square, where market boats mingled and the shoppers went needling between them in their canoes. They all turned to stare at us, knocking their boats’ noses into each other, as we moored ourselves at the square’s edge. We did good trade, selling sweets in icy syrup to curious customers; serving tea right at this table. If they saw the boat’s great big grin just under the water, they stayed quiet.


    Just as we got set to go, I spied something in the water, and the boat sensed it too: flick of a palm-leaf tail. And we were off, so fast that the pots of tea leapt from the table and were on me like freezing rain and I was on the floor. The merchant didn’t topple like me but he yelled louder, shouting at me to stop it, but what could I do? I tried, pounding on the floor like a fool and saying no, no, not now! But I knew we’d go till the boat lost the fish—or caught it.


    Well, it lost the trail in the end, and we found ourselves in a dark street with tall teak houses all leaning together over the water: rich-looking, but with something secret and starved and half-mad about them. Their jutting fronts stood on skinny stilts with slimy ribbons wound around, little ghost shrines hanging like birdcages on chains from under box-windows.


    We glided under a red glass bridge that hummed when shadowy folk walked on it, and beyond it the water was even darker and quieter, like dusk. It spooked us both; I think even the boat wanted to be out of there. But the way was too narrow to turn, so on we went to the end—and were stopped by a song.


    It fell from a high window in a high house with walls carved to look like rotted leaves; so thin I could see light shining through them.


    And what a window! It had some haunt-charm on it: a frame carved with birds that beat their wings and dipped their wooden beaks in wooden flowers. And what a song! Its telling was nothing so strange, a maiden who comes to Salt-Plums chasing her sweetheart and gets snared by a demon, but the singing of it—


    •


    “That song!” cried Jerrin, wild-eyed. Bue reached for the slack thread of the story, but Jerrin blocked him again. “Do you remember it?”


    A word about the ice merchant’s sons. You know how brothers are in stories. Everyone knew that Cail, born when his father had first arrived in the city and could afford to eat only plain rice, raised in uncertain years, was clever and dutiful.


    Everyone knew Jerrin, born in his father’s fine house-boat, raised without hunger or care, was lazy and stuffed with dreams. He loved indulgence, in smoking or gambling or falling in frequent hopeless love.


    Even more, he loved words, long strings and bolts of them, more wonderful to him than things. There were words enough to be found in the city, perhaps too many, budding in its orchards and dancing on its spires. He could hardly look at the sun sequinning the canal without verses threatening to burst him open. But how dappled the city’s song; how knotted its meter! He wrote calm water but knew the water might hide market-trash and murders and magic. He wrote angel-faced beauties but knew lovely faces might mask all manner of bodies. He wrote in a bold black hand but knew city ink had stories of its own.


    Still he sat, with heat-fogged head, fighting the ghosts that flowed in his pen, late into the night. And once, this led to a strange adventure—listen to him tell it to the boys on the boat, now:


    •


    It was a year ago, on one of those nights when everything bloats, when I heard that song myself. I was sitting at a window in the house-boat, trying to pen something calm, something still, but outside I could see the fruit on the trees swelling enormous in time with the tide. Too hot to write, or to think, I went to walk in the garden, under the glower of houses with their windows lit late.


    The air, flat; pressed down by the sweltering belly of a long summer. I plucked a peach and bit; it burned my tongue with salt. A pair of lovers lay like stifled dead things in the old stone pavilion, and a barge, a barge stole past on the water, with shutters thrown wide against the heat, glittering voices and light out onto the deep rippling street. It was a learning-boat, and inside a scholar was reciting ancient verses, in perfect shape; sweet and spare.


    I’ll follow that boat, I thought, out of this cut-up windowy night and into whatever calm place of reflection it’s bound for.


    So into its wake I slipped, in the lovers’ cast-off coracle. The boat drew me up and down the waters, its wake so bright, but oh, night’s streets—how they drift you astray.


    I felt a thin breeze and lifted my face hungrily into it, and so I never noticed the city stirring until the way had diverged and a dark current was drawing me down a dark canal. There, spindly houses pressed together as if sharing a delicate secret, and in the gloom of that place I was caught in a net of black honey that oozed from a window above, and that honey was song.


    I saw a house above me, with walls carved like worm-eaten flowers. And the window—it was no trick of the shadows—unpainted grain shifting like light, and wooden hummingbirds shifting in their sleep. And then the singer showed her face. Shining golden as the young moon, eyes black stars—oh, and this is pathetic praise, words cannot touch her. But how I burned.


    I’ve long forgotten the purity of the poem that led me there, only the mess of the song that fell on me from her window—you know what I speak of, Bue, if your story’s true!


    That song, oh, sing it!


    •


    So Bue sang:


    ‘Who is there,


    Boat in the shadows?


    Be merchant, be pilgrim or thief?


    Only your lover


    That followed the lure


    Of jasmine in your night-long hair


    Come where it’s secret


    Over the river


    My face a mask


    My teeth are sharp’


    And Jerrin replied:


    ‘Who is there,


    Boat in the shadows?


    Be soldier, be fisher or priest?


    Only your lover


    Unwinding the lure


    Of jasmine in my night-long hair


    Come where it’s secret


    Over the river


    My face a mask


    My teeth are sharp’


    “And her face, Bue, did you see her face?” cried Jerrin.


    “Was it not perfect?”


    “Like the moon rose in her room instead of the sky,” said Bue.


    “Like she was grown as a pearl in a shell—how bright, how cold!” Jerrin grasped the servant’s face and kissed him in joy.


    “Bue, you’ve saved me! I tried to call up, that night, but no words would come—I took myself home to write them, but nothing was good enough. I went back to find her, but you know how this city is, how it moves according to its own sour whims. I searched and searched and it was no good. Either she was a dream sent to madden me, or she’s Poetry itself and the jealous streets twist to keep us apart. But she’s no dream, you saw her—and surely our clever boat can find her again!”


    Cail laughed. “And then what, Jerrin? Bring her home and settle down like an honest man? I know you, you’re too idle, too selfish to marry.”


    “I would marry her!” said Jerrin. “Bue, you’ll help me, won’t you?”


    Jerrin had grown fond of Bue from the first moment they’d spoken. Here was a boy with quick wit and a hunger for the world; despite their different circumstances, conversation came easily to them. Now here he was offering Bue a part in a wonderful romance, and yet Bue was silent.


    “Besides,” continued Cail, “you’re incapable of uttering a word to her, you said so yourself.”


    “That was a year ago! I have some words now; I’ve dreamed of her every night since last summer.”


    “Keep dreaming,” said Cail. And so on. Kindled by Bue’s story, Jerrin grew more fire-hearted the more his brother taunted.


    And Bue? Bue felt the helm of the story snatched away. Was this adventure over so soon; were girls at windows better suited to tangle with city-sons than swamp-daughters?


    She had not told them the final scene of her story. On that dark street, the ice merchant had clapped Bue on the shoulder, told her to put on a bold voice and cry out their wares while he put his scattered goods back in order. So Bue did, and the singer stopped her song, said she would try a bowl of icesyrupy fruits. Her voice was as impossible as her face, gold ringing on glass.


    She lowered down a basket with a shining ruby inside. “Is it enough?” she asked.


    “Oh, more than enough!” said Bue, and sent up the bowl, cold sugared fruit sliced in thin ribbons. The woman’s black eyes glittered bright at the taste, and she threw another ruby down. “Keep that,” she said. “And bring me a bigger bowl next time.”


    And heat rose in Bue’s chest like a summer tide.


    But she said nothing of this to Jerrin, who, furious at his brother, declared he would win the girl before the week was out. “That’s an empty claim,” said Cail. “Make it a bet if you mean it. I say you won’t marry, and certainly not by Carnival-Night.”


    “And I say I will, and a purse of gold says so too.”


    “A purse of father’s gold? That’s no bet. How about your inheritance?”


    “Are you mad?”


    “No, child, you are, for thinking anyone would marry such a lazy fool.”


    Well, drink and brother-baiting make a heady cocktail.


    Jerrin agreed to it quickly: his luck, he knew, had turned with Bue’s coming.


    “You’d better find out her name, then,” said Cail, and laughed and laughed.


    •


    A city takes longer to dress for a festival than you or I, and no city loves to decorate itself more than the Town Where Salt-Plums Grow. There are days, as the season thickens, when the water-traffic and the shining air sound like a pulse, thrumming eager for the nights when the streets will deck themselves with painted faces, the buildings with bright lights. The trees bend over the water and try out new colors and scents. The island of Kam’s temple sends out paths and channels like arms multiplying, beckoning people into itself, to come hear the tales of the double-god; to mark the nights until the Crossing.


    The next day was one such, and Jerrin lay on the canal bank by his father’s house-boat, with his head as night-bruised as his innards. The sky was all buzz and blossom, snarling through his thoughts. When the afternoon congealed to a sticky yellow, the shop returned from its rounds, drifting through the dusk like an old red ghost. He called out, and after securing the boat in place, Bue came to lie on the bank beside him.


    “Nothing’s clear, this time of year,” Jerrin moaned. “It’s this heat that’s to blame for my rashness last night.”


    “Changed your mind, then?” said Bue, who had brought Jerrin’s pipe, filled it, and taken a long taste before handing it over.


    “No!” he cried. “I can’t lose her again. Say you’ll help me, Bue? You must know more of girls than I do—how would you win her?”


    “Tell a dazzling story, write a pretty verse, make her laugh. And if I were you, make some modest remark about my father’s wealth.”


    “Ah, I wish I had your manner.” As he said this, a wonderful idea struck him. “You’ll talk to her for me!”


    “Oho, you’ll keep your fortune by getting another to do your courting for you? You’re a better businessman than your brother guesses.” Jerrin cuffed Bue lazily, and Bue took the pipe back. “So what’s my bribe?”


    Jerrin pretended not to hear the last. “I’ll write the words, you’ll take them to her. A perfect romance, words over distances—speaking without speaking.”


    “Are you going to talk to her when you’re married, or will I have to stick around to help you then, too?”


    “You’ll do it,” said Jerrin, bored of joking. “Or I’ll have you sent back to your swamp, where you can practice your wit on the crabs.”


    •


    So Bue, with cautious hand, tried to steer the tale again.


    Through the gloaming, through the vapor-clogged air; trusting the boat to taste its way back.


    Night stretched and breathed, spilling its people onto the bobbing sidewalks, shining its lanterns, slipping into the blood.


    The boat glided on streets Bue had never seen, but here a doorway, there a bridge, was familiar. And here was the corner to the old thin street—but when the boat tried to enter, its bow crunched against a bank of marshy ground jutting with mangrove-roots.


    “That’s new,” Bue. “But you can get past it, can’t you?”


    The boat made no response, only sat waiting as the tide crept up. Sampans wandered by, their occupants unconcerned by the changed land.


    When the water was lapping over the banks, the boat pulled itself up by its fins and crawled, red paint flaking on the hard roots. The scraping of its hull sounded like bitter threats against Bue, but it still went, lashing its tail and chomping at the growth. Then they slid into the deep street beyond, where a warm breeze knocked the houses together so they chuckled low. Song trailed on the water, reeling the boat to the wide-open window where Bue tilted up her face, mouth open as if to catch the sound on her tongue.


    The song broke.


    “Who’s there?”


    “A poor beggar.”


    “I’ve no coin.”


    “Then spare me your name,” said Bue. “My master would worship you, if he only knew what to call you.”


    A face appeared in the window, and all else fell into deeper shadow. “You! It’s late to be selling sweets, isn’t it?”


    “That’s not what I’m here for.”


    “But still to do business. This master of yours, does he let you sleep?”


    “Never mind that. He wants you to know, O melodious moon, that he’s spent a year of sighs on you—won’t you repay him?”


    A light laugh like breeze, shaking petal-flakes from the house’s wooden skin. “Sighs are a strange currency,” she said.


    “What can I do with them?”


    “Oh,” said Bue, “he has a lifetime more to offer. He’s a poet, sweet lady, and a single one of his sighs beats ten of any other man’s. And do with them? Why, nothing at all, but won’t it be nice to know how worthy they are?”


    This made the girl laugh again, but this laugh was better:


    sudden and belly-deep, an escaping thing, quickly bound up again. Leaves of house-wall showered and sank. “I’ll give you my name for that,” she said, lips of dusk-red rose, tiny teeth of pearl. “Though whether it’s really for your master is anyone’s guess. I’m Wyrisa.”


    “I’m Bue.”


    “And how did you come to steer a monster, Bue?”


    “I know a few tricks with haunt-stuff.”


    What was it that stirred on that shining face? Bue thought she could see the hollows under Wyrisa’s cheekbones, as if her golden skin was just a thin-stretched film. Such lovely skin.


    And sharp and secret things lie under lovely pools.


    Bue’s blood-beat said: away, away, get away. What was this place?


    “Your street tried to stop me coming,” she said to Wyrisa.


    “It’s not like any street I’ve seen before.”


    “What are other streets like, then?”


    “Haven’t you seen them?”


    The other laugh, the unpretty one, came again, but this time sour and thin.


    “My room has no door,” she said. “There’s a song about it.”


    And she told Bue all she had to call a tale:


    •


    Door unborn, waits in the walls, blooms when love calls….


    Why do they sing, these shining shadows? Why make the


    shapes they do? Ladies with bird-faces and velvety lizards,


    crawling toads with heads upon heads upon heads;


    instruments strung with star-white water, strummed by bonefish


    with their spines—my only companions! They sing all


    night, lullabies left by my mother and father.


    I heard the city’s big as a world, and full of things to chew you from the spirit out. The songs won’t tell me what gnawed up my family—if I had a family. Sad girls always do, in songs, but not the things that tempt and snare poor wanderers-by—which do I seem, to you?


    Oh, but these walls sometimes sing of a man and woman who were slowly swallowed by something, who loved their girl so much that they wouldn’t leave her in human hands—who can you trust? I think it’s me they mean, so a girl I must be.


    Maybe I’ve some desire to snare, certainly to sing, never to gnaw on souls. But if the songs are true, who can live in the city without a spare face or two? So they left me with shadows, and such a clever house to dwell, to keep me tight and safe and well! Wood from the boughs of a hundred trees; walls with a hundred haunt-gifts.


    I used to think they’d come back—like one of the songs says:


    Mother’s gone to the forest


    Hush-oh sleep,


    Or the crow will eat your eyes


    The snake your insides


    Hush-oh sleep!


    She will bring back lychees


    From the demon’s tree


    To keep your cursed days sweet.


    Hush-oh, sleep.


    She never came. The lychees did, and other plump fruit to eat, every dawn on my table as if they grow in the night. Jewels, come like damp with the rains, and they rot if I don’t scoop them up. My ceiling puts out new lamps in summer, and the window lets me show my lovely face. I’ve all I need in my little room, till the day love comes boating by and it buds me a door—oh, it must be nearly now—


    •


    She whispered so, Bue had to half-climb the ragged walls to hear, tip-toe on the boat’s railings. Flakes fell from the house like ash; gold light shone through the cracks.


    There was only the sound of houses clucking softly together under the heavy black breeze, as Wyrisa leaned out.


    The shadows in the carven window-frame came with her, as if unwilling to let her face go; catching at her tumbling sky-black hair, blotching her taut cheeks.


    Her lips tasted just like her songs—sweet and dark cinnamon and plum.


    “Do you know, you’re the only one who’s ever come back,” she whispered against Bue’s face. “The door’s a summer fruit, I’m sure.”


    The shade shifted on her cheek, something with splaying toes and a twitch of a tail.


    Bue tumbled to the boat-deck, stammered something about needing to get back.


    “To your master?” Wyrisa said, looking down, windowframed once more, flawless and cold. “A fine mask to wear.”


    “I’m not he!” Bue said, and slapped the boat, and fled.


    Shadows thicker than the night stayed sticky on her skin.


    •


    Next day—one more day until Crossing—Jerrin found Bue sleeping on the deck. “Up, Bue! You should be cleaning the boat by now, but I won’t tell. Did you see her? What did she say?”


    Bue stared at him, with the look of one who has woken from a deep, devouring dream and gulped down too much dawnlight.


    “She didn’t say yes, she didn’t say no, spoke in riddles. Her room’s doorless; her people chewed up by the town long ago.”


    This was wonderful news to Jerrin. “No door? Then she’s waiting for a brave lover to cut the way! Oh, perfection, we’ll go at once and free her!”


    “Beauty so perfect is a sure sign of ghosts,” said Bue. “That house is rotten with death—what if she’s dead too? I won’t go back there.”


    Now to Jerrin the day seemed to be turning sweet as a story—but ah, this is not his story. His father appeared then, commanding Bue to ready the shop; Jerrin to call at the docks.


    And so both lads spent the bright hours working, both hearts whirling. How tired their hands and heads were when night came, and they met again.


    “Tomorrow, at first light,” promised Jerrin, and crawled to his rest.


    Bue lay down on the shop floor, adrift on instant sleep despite the boat’s dark prickling. It spiked into Bue’s dreaming, Bue who walked as a prince through trees of snapping shadow, with the boat’s knotted ghosts for companions; all seeking release. They tugged him forwards, and Bue woke to feel the night sliding over his cheek.


    Had he forgotten to secure the boat, or had it slipped away of its own accord? It went slow, predator-quiet. Bue went to look over the bow. Late wanderers went by in needle-boats or drifted over bridges. Lights floated in the water, living pearls imported from the Night Isles, and centipedes from the same land twinkled over the knotty banks. The double-god Kam’s faithful were out, lighting shrines by the high water or creeping with clay-filled hands to change the sex of any deity-figure they found. The streets and houses murmured all around, hazed by white smoldering trees, glowing branch-tips that trailed throat-burning fragrant smoke. They dropped ash on the boat as it swam below. Between the trees were shining plants, branches laden low, offering bottle-glossy fruit to pluck.


    The humming air shaped itself into words: away, away, come away….


    And Bue was awake and hungry. He pulled down fruits and opened them, and found oily pastes instead of pulp. Gold, white, green, red. He gazed into the black water and painted himself: eyes and cheeks of a proud queen, jaunty moustache of a questing prince.


    The boat went on under the ashy air to a window adorned with sleeping birds. The house flickered, paper-thin against the lamplight beating within, shadows licking up the walls like a flowing tide. No face shone from the window; no song fell.


    “Wyrisa?”


    “You, again.” She came to the window, golden face almost translucent. “And with a new mask—what new games have you come here to play?”


    “It’s nearly Crossing-day! My master’s coming in the morning, to cut a doorway and rescue you. You want to come with me, come see the city putting on its lights, or wait around for him?”


    “If he’s not your invention, perhaps he’s my true love,” she sighed. “And the walls wear themselves thin to welcome him.”


    “You truly think?”


    She seemed almost transparent now, eyes huge in their sockets—Bue almost expected to see veins and the creases in her skull. “I think the door could be another monster’s maw, to gulp me down to my fate. I think I’d be a fool to wait dreaming for that. But then is my choice to be rescued by you instead? And who are you, with your smiling boat?”


    “I’m not asking you to come away forever,” said Bue. “Just for the festival. But it’s true enough: you’ve no call to trust me.”


    Then he told her all: his girlhood, her boyhood, the boat’s bargain, Jerrin’s bet. “Last night I half-convinced myself that you’re a dead thing hungry for my soul, but that’s not it. Seems we’re both in a net—”


    “Seems you got into yours yourself—”


    “—but we can go, paint ourselves new! Look, the city’s growing festival fruits.” He held them up, ripe, split, oozing gold and silver paste. As if in answer, the decayed walls put out new shoots, thick and thorny.


    “And my house is growing brambles to keep me in. If I climb out they’ll tear my face, and who’ll want me then?”


    He swore he would—if she wanted him—and she pulled herself up to crouch on the windowsill, and took a wide look at the night, and jumped through the thickening stems. Bue fell as he tried to catch her, fell still-grinning to the deck. Oh, but don’t be so quick to grin with him—


    Wyrisa looked at him, and her face was blotted with a mark like a lizard, petal-scales and claws of thorn, curling from jaw to forehead along the left curve of her skull.


    “How do you like my real face?” she said, and finished her earlier song:


    “Mother’s gone to the forest,


    Hush-oh sleep,


    Or the crow will eat your eyes


    The snake your insides


    Hush-oh sleep!


    And she will bring you branches


    From a ghost-fed tree,


    To frame your cursed face sweet.


    Hush-oh, sleep.


    “Boughs from a hundred trees to make my room, a hundred haunt-gifts, and the best of all to make the window. A ghost so fixed on beauty that it cast faces on anyone who’d stand in its shade, lovelier than any living thing. That ghost’s pale shadow, you loved; not me.”


    “But your eyes,” said Bue, looking at her, at the life that bloomed in place of those polished black stars. “They’re just like eyes!”


    She laughed. “That’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard said. And my bad-luck mark—aren’t you scared?”


    “Haven’t I told you?” Bue said. “I’m lucky enough for two.”


    Very well, then: be quick to grin with him, as you do for heroes full of luck and pluck. We could leave them there—only the moon was high and the night was big and the drums were calling over the waters. And so, let’s follow them.


    “To the festival?”


    “To the festival.” She jutted her face forward, and Bue painted her like a boy hero from a masked play, then pulled her up to the narrow sidewalk. “Go on,” he whispered to the boat. “Go celebrate however boats do.” Then they sidled around the corner to the next canal, where they saw the tail of a great crowd, boats and bank-walkers, winding into the thick of the city.


    They followed the fattening crowd to a lantern-starred isle strewn with sand and straw, where Kam’s tall shell-studded temple stood. The air was full of swelter and balm, the compound crammed with entertainers and market stalls.


    “What’s this?” said Wyrisa, as Bue bought the hottest, sweetest, stickiest items from every stand to pile into her hands.


    “This?” Bue looked to the great tent of white paper that stood, like a giant’s lantern, at the heart of the temple courtyard. “It must be a shadow-show! Let’s see it!”


    “Not more shadows,” said Wyrisa, but Bue tugged at her hand.


    “These aren’t your haunt-shadows. Just puppets and light.”


    “Ah!” cried Wyrisa as they ducked inside. “So bright!” She shied her eyes from the tent’s core, not a wooden pole but a column of lamps like a dazzling fish-spine, going up, up, up to the slatted ceiling. All was still, the paper-wrapped space holding its breath.


    Everyone in Salt-Plums knows the story played in that place, but I’ll tell it to you, and forgive my words—poor shadows of shadows!—for not getting close to the wonder of it.


    First comes the colorful shade-parade of acrobatic tigers, serpents, bulls, peacocks, chased by the long-tongued storyteller who calls to them to stop and see the tale: The Wandering Lovers, or How Kam Married Theirself.


    “But where’s the puppeteer?” said Wyrisa.


    Where indeed? There was only streaming light and no place for a puppet-man to hide, though all could hear his chanting. Musicians dangled their legs over the slats above, but the shadows could not be flung from up there. The dancing silhouettes seemed part of the tent-wall itself.


    Were even temples now turning to haunt-tricks to awe the crowds? No, Bue thought, it must be Kam’s magic, holy and joyful!


    Now the story unfolds: here is Kam the tiny god, performing small kindnesses where it can. Here, a princess who stepped out to see a little, only a little, of the world but fell so in love with walking that she could not stop. Here, a prince who fled his father, a wicked sorcerer-king. See them journeying from opposite directions, see them reach the Town Where Salt-Plums Grow, where instead of ever onwards, the wanderer is drawn ever inwards. Shadow-houses and filmy trees flicker and twist, light rippling like water between them.


    See Kam the tiny god meet with a hundred little mishaps.


    It tries to help a fisherman but tumbles into the water. See the shadow-fish leap! Kam is pulled out by a fisher girl (our princess in disguise, of course); the god promises her a favor.


    Oh! she gestures. See her thoughts: a man kept as a demon’s slave (isn’t he that same exiled prince?). The fisher girl would rescue him if she could leave her duties for just a day. So Kam splits itself in two: one half dons the princess’s face and takes her place, the other puts on the prince’s shape and stays with the demon while the lovers make their escape.


    Now, with them safely away, prince-shaped Kam challenges the demon: who can produce the most astonishing thing from this locked cupboard? The demon brings forth a man who breaths out full-grown lions, lions with vines for manes, vines whose fruits burst into stars that float up to the sky. The god nods and takes its turn, opens the cupboard to reveal itself—theirself—split twice more into the shape of the new-married couple. The demon’s mouth stretches so wide in surprise that it snaps back, envelops his body, and he’s gone.


    Now see Kam the great god, stooped double to fit on the walls, dancing the year round. For a season she is the princess with her fish-basket. For another, he is the runaway prince.


    And for the final season the pair united in one form, the god male and female.


    And now it’s the heart of summer, the day when Kam makes that crossing again, and all the revelers cross in turn.


    Perhaps just for the day—morning after, many will cross back to being sons or daughters, wives or husbands, but others will stay. And there are those who don’t call themselves men or women in any month, who dance along today’s canal-banks with everyone else, dance in perfection. For summer has come. And summer mingles all things.


    •


    See the lovers, new light on their gilded faces.


    See the wide deep street, turned by the sun to burning silver.


    Hear the drums, the bells, reverberating over the water.


    But hear, too, the low melody hiding in the air, hiding with teeth and tails in it. “My room,” Wyrisa whispered. “It’s somewhere near.”


    “Forget it,” said Bue. “That ghost-eaten thing, it’ll be dead by evening.”


    And so they stepped over the threshold of this day that stretched long and lovely as a shining lake before them.


    But sharp and secret things lie under lovely pools.


    See the thin house peering from a thin alley, dripping the dust of its walls to the muddy ground.


    •


    The procession wound all round the canals, faces flashing bright. Wyrisa and Bue followed on sidewalks and over bridges and, as the day ripened and burned off the shallowest streets, along the cracked mud and slime. A summer novelty, to walk on the canal beds rather than skim above, among the year’s inventory of lost and sunken things. They saw drowned toys, trinkets and animals’ bones. They saw a stranded Carnival boat of young boys with painted ladies’ faces, striking parody poses, all but one making themselves giddy laughing at each others’ antics. The last of their number simply peered at her new reflection in a puddle and smiled; her friends didn’t laugh at her.


    They came to the Market Square, where the water was still deep, and saw a floating stage, where the mask-features of the dancers flashed from prince to princess to both to entirely other with each flick of their fans. They watched, delighted, from a platform under a heaped block of shophouses, swinging feet above the flower-starred water.


    “My lullabies never told me there were so many other ways to be,” Wyrisa said.


    “Most days, there aren’t. Kam’s religion is young, but the way their story-chanters have it, there were once more than a hundred genders—you can tell from old stories, they say, whispered histories, and from the shape of our language—but the city merchant-princes boiled them down to two. All the rest get squeezed into this one festival. And we should squeeze them back out. Or, that’s what some of Kam’s followers say.”


    “Wear ourselves however we like, whatever the season?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, get this face you’ve painted off me then, and let me do my own.”


    So Bue wiped Wyrisa’s cheeks clear. Under her fingers, the lizard-mark was warm as any other skin, warm and still. They said nothing, only saw each other brimming with light and shade both. And Bue did not see the thing that thrashed across the square: a rough-hewn canoe with a crocodile’s tail, and Jerrin scowling atop it, face unpainted, eyes searching the crowds.


    But Jerrin saw Bue and stopped sharply under the platform. “What have you done with my boat?” he yelled up.


    “Where’s my bride?”


    Bue looked at Wyrisa, who turned her face away. Of course, Jerrin could not recognize her without her windowface.


    What to say?


    Before Bue could think up a story, Jerrin yanked her by the ankle to the churning craft. Hitting the wood and twisting to look back, Bue saw that the old rotted house had somehow crawled in among the jumbly tower of shops. There was a flash in its triumphant window: Wyrisa’s foot, glassy and golden, vanishing inside. Had it swallowed her up, or had she fled there?”


    “Wait—!” Bue called.


    The canoe shot away, ghost-fast.


    •


    Now, Wyrisa saw Bue snatched away, but all she could hear was wood creaking like sharp musical strings behind her:


    eat your insides, it rang. Had she ever thought she would escape that place? Oh, they had beaten it once. Oh, but it was so empty, so waiting.


    She turned to face it, and the lizard-marked side of her face twitched cold. Then she went, as she had known all along she would, climbing into the waiting shell of her room, where old blue shadows lay on the floor like drifted ashes. Canal-light came through slack-mouthed gaps in the walls, dancing up over the beams. Pulse of silver. New season, new world, how strange and bright! How to snatch it back, and catch Bue again too?


    Hush-oh, stay inside, the pooled shadows breathed. The shadows that had loved her. Or the world will eat your heart.


    The shadows that had told her she could be a girl or a ghost, nothing more.


    Hide safe until it’s time.


    Disguise, came the thought. My love is fond of faces.


    On her dressing table were pearl-tipped hairpins, bright brooches, tiny jeweled scissors. Wyrisa scooped them up, went to her window, drove the scissors under a carved bird’s back, and worked, how she worked! She used her long hard nails and sang to drown out the whimper of the walls as she filled her fingers with splinters, as she bled.


    The wood under her hands pulsed and cried like a living thing, a murdered thing. She shook her head against her own tears, for the place that had cradled her; for the window that had given her the golden skin of the moon. Outside, below, the Carnival twirled on into the afternoon; bright masks as far as the eye could see. None saw her.


    Wrench. Bleed. Carve. With a cry of savage joy, at last, she flung the bird into the air. And it flew! Lopsided and wooden, buoyed with purpose, it flew.


    •


    Have you ever waited alone for a lover as the light goes out of the world? It can make you sick, and how much more so when your blood is still running and your home cooling about you like a corpse? Wyrisa saw the street drying up and slowly lengthening, all the trees along its banks putting out clouds of tiny flowers to hide the retreating city in white. She heard the laughter and life of the day recede into the distance. But she waited.


    And Bue came in the dark, as the tide began to trickle back. Swinging a bundle of dry white flowers, wearing thin wedding garlands.


    “Why are you wearing those?” cried Wyrisa. “Where’s my bird?”


    And this is what Bue told her:


    •


    Your bird! Afraid I’ve lost your bird—but I’m getting this all backwards. I’ll try to tell it right.


    Will you come down? Ah, don’t look like that! I know it’s late, but did you think I’d find you quick? I had to get away from Jerrin first, and then everything was swallowed up in summer smoke and dust!


    You should have seen his face, his fury! He whisked me off on that cursed crocodile-boat—I didn’t ask where he’d got that from—back to the gardens, raging at me all the way:


    “Is this how you repay my friendship? I woke this morning and thought, where’s the boat gone?” he said “I feared for you at first, ha! What if the boat caught the fish-trap, I thought, what if it’s taken Bue off and eaten him?


    “Then other thoughts crept up on me—perhaps you’d given up your task, too scared to see it through, and you call yourself a haunt-smith! Where would you go? I went to your village, all the way, to all that mud and gloom! I’m looking for a lad called Bue, I said. Trap-maker, cocky, clever with death. Bue’s a girl, an old grumbly man said, my neighbor’s bad-luck daughter.


    Someone scolded him then, for speaking ill of one of their own, and for naming someone’s sex on Crossing-day.


    “Well, I came back in a bleak haze, but my luck turned on the Market Square. I’ve got you, and you can be my wife, for I’ve still a bet to win.”


    I felt what he meant about a haze. The air was all heat and haunting and bells and dreams and dead houses and the taste of smoke and splitting fruit. I was off floating, far from myself, had to get back, how to get back? I thought you’d abandoned me, and I still couldn’t think of anything else.


    Jerrin started up talking again, but I stared without hearing until he dashed canal-water in my face. “That’s better,” he said, as my make-up dripped away. So angry, he was, but something lost about him too.


    “You’re a fool, Jerrin,” I said. “What kind of wife would I make for you?” But I knew I was stuck.


    Then I saw we were going under low-leaning trees, and I managed to pull myself up on one. Then what? Walk all the way back? It was all I could do. Jerrin got up on the bank and came cursing after, and though I tried to lose him in the bundles of people walking by the water, he was never far behind.


    But as I pushed through the crowd something flew down to me, a wooden bird, one half of it all pretty and polished, the other cut rough. I knew just what it was. “Hop on my head,” I said, and it did, just as Jerrin caught up.


    I sneaked a look at my reflection in the water and saw a face like a puppet’s, my hair in ripples, and the bird floating there like some mad new comb for fine merchant-women to envy. It made me shiver, my skin all glazed like that and eyes turned to coins. And more of a lady than I’d ever looked in my life—but then, I hardly looked like me at all.


    Jerrin stopped and cried: “Oh! What goddess are you, come to walk the festival among us!”


    “No,” said I, and it was the bird’s voice I spoke with. Had to fight in my throat to get my own voice through, and I spoke in my regular low tone: “I’m no goddess.” Oh, and he didn’t know if I was man or woman then, but I could see how he wanted me.


    It was a fine idea of yours, but the bird’s ghostly little heart wasn’t so strong as when it was stuck in your window-frame, and its power flickered over me. So Jerrin chased, and saw my true face, and said he’d leave me be if I could help him find this strange new beauty he had seen. And Jerrin chased, and saw my mask, and claimed such love I’d have blushed if my cheeks weren’t false and frozen. I led him along until I couldn’t keep it up and fell over laughing. He tried to kiss me, and saw my face flickering, and oh, poor boy, he didn’t know what to do.”


    “What are you?” he howled, and then shook his head and said, “no matter, just let me go and face my ruin.”


    Well, I’d been cruel enough, and to one I’d called a friend.


    So I told him the whole thing, and made him a deal. After all, I figured his silly bet had given me a new shot at the world, even if he never meant it to. So I went with him to his brother, yes, wore the wedding garlands, even sang the promise-songs, in my ghost face. How the little bird struggled, to keep me frozen for long enough—but it did. And I made certain Jerrin knew it was the ghost he wed, and the bird knew it too, and ah, you should have heard it sing! But it was a broken thing, and I made him swear he’d burn its spirit free, eat salt-plums in its honor.


    I left him a widower, but he kept his inheritance. If there’s a thread of sense in him, he’s learned his lesson.


    I walked all the way here; no clever boat to carry me, no incense-trees to beckon, only my luck to feel the way. The city stretched itself out, streets dried to hot clay and grown so, so long, but I walked them.


    And I could turn back around now and go home; I will if you tell me. But I’m no-one’s wife, if you’ll believe me. I’d be yours, your husband, your anything, but just come down out of there!


    •


    In anger Wyrisa came down, the anger of ruined fingers and long cold hours and marriage-games. Or perhaps it was boldness, the boldness of shaking off old faces. Or—and I think this is the truth—it was both. They stood in the deepening street, and realized they knew where they were: they place where telling stories to each other was no longer enough.


    What follows is their own affair.


    •


    Isn’t that satisfactory? That’s the way of the city—it doesn’t tell complete tales, but you might find pieces of this one in fragments from other tellers’ tongues. Like those who write accounts of all the strange fish you can find there, all their blessings and curses: the crowfish that scream at dawn in bedside jars, or the long leathery eels that were once men and should never be eaten by moonlight. And the most talked-of these days, the basket-fish: scales so very much like weave; hollow of meat and pebble-eyed. There’s a tale told about how they came to be, woven with wood and death and boldness into a sort of life; empty as wishes, hungry as love.


    They also speak of an alley-gliding monster, a red boat with fine latticed screens and grinning teeth, forever chasing basket-fish. And why not? Perhaps it wants the chance to become something new, too. Because that’s the blessing those basket-fish bring, as the stories have it—if you manage to catch one as they flash fleetly by.


    •
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    I recognised the woman in the poem. Perhaps no one else would have done. My name (for once) was not present, carefully couched in floral language or complex metaphor. There was no Victory or raven-haired Viceroy, no grey-eyed Victoire in russet skirts, not even a sly dig at Victoriana.


    Still, I knew that the woman in the poem was me. The woman in the poem is always me.


    •


    I first met Ida May at a charity dance benefit for war widows and children. My aunt, Mrs Grayson introduced us, as young ladies with something in common. “Victoria, my dear, have you met Miss Midas of Baltimore? She’s a writer, like yourself.”


    Miss Ida May Midas was an intense sort of woman, not pretty, with a pronounced brow and twitchy fingers. She wore brown, a striking gown if rather out of fashion, and she spoke in bursts, not used to polite company.


    “Mrs Grayson exaggerates,” I apologised. “I pen the social pages in our local paper. Hardly a celebrated poet like yourself.”


    Miss Midas gave me a dark, almost angry stare. “But you want to write. Real words. Real stories. You have a passion for the craft?”


    I was unaccustomed for young unmarried ladies like myself to talk about passion, or indeed much of anything. “I have a great desire to write history,” I found myself confessing. “But no one will let me do that, will they? I suppose I’ll teach.”


    “You can do better than that,” said Miss Midas, and something inside me unfolded like a crepe paper rose.


    •


    It was a mistake, I know that now. A scandalous, ridiculous mistake. And yet I hardly noticed it at the time, hardly thought about anything except the light in Ida May’s eyes as she explained a particular story of genius, or took apart some lesser work with scathing, critical words.


    We went about together for weeks, arm in arm. Visiting museums and tea houses, talking of history and politics and all manner of grand things. Words, all words. We filled the world with them. And then, in my aunt’s garden at the end of a long and vibrant day, we dropped the pretence that we were merely girls being chummy with each other, and I let her kiss me.


    Her mouth on mine was warmth and sunshine, even as the light faded in the garden. We clung to each other like trembling leaves, and then parted. I wanted nothing else in the world so much as her, that night, in my arms.


    I opened my eyes for a moment and saw the lawn behind us flare up for a moment in so many colours that I was dazzled, and afraid. The world was all of a sudden a daunting and overwhelming place. So I ran from her.


    It has been many years now, and I am still afraid.


    •


    Ida May sent me letters at first, scolding me for cowardice and scorching me with all manner of rebukes. Sometimes she enclosed downy white feathers in accusation, or dried flowers that fell to powder in my hands.


    Every letter made my skin prickle with fear, for with it would come a dreadful portent of some kind. Draughts might blow suddenly behind my neck, or water might drip through the ceiling to wet my hair. Once, the fine Persian rug beneath my feet unaccountably burst into flames, and smouldered for hours no matter how much we soaked it with water.


    After that, I left my mother’s house for college, determined to train as a teacher and to leave my fears and Miss Midas long behind me.


    She found my address soon enough, and though she no longer bothered to write whole letters to taunt me with, she continued to send feathers and flowers and occasional locks of her hair, each of which tormented me anew with small but impossible horrors.


    If this was love, I wanted none of it.


    •


    Eventually, the letters stopped arriving. I learned to breathe again in a world without magic. There was a gentleman who courted me for a short time, though we parted as friends before our names were joined upon the tongues of our acquaintances. He was not for me, nor I for him.


    Then in the third year of my studies, before we were released as qualified women of the world, there was Amy.


    We were both so coy and bashful that I am sure no one knew that our friendship had turned to romance—even we were slow to admit that to ourselves. But we both loved poetry, and read it to each other in the spare hours, blushing all the while.


    She read me one that she had cut from the newspaper, of a raven-haired princess in a magical land of many-coloured grass, and was surprised that it made my hands shake.


    “Why, I thought of you when I read it,” said Amy, so startled at my reaction that she forgot to blush. “Because of the title, see? And your hair is so lovely and dark.”


    The poem was “Victory,” by I.M. Midas. It was the first of many. I should have known that nothing would quiet her pen. She would never release me from the burden of that single, fleeting kiss.


    I could never kiss Amy. I did not fear society’s condemnation so much as a woman in my position should, perhaps. My fear was wilder, that again I might ignite that dreadful power that had sparked between myself and Miss Ida May Midas.


    My love for Amy was so much more than what I had felt so briefly for Ida May. Surely our kisses would set whole forests aflame. It could not be risked, and I could never tell her why.


    •


    The years passed. My friendship with Amy turned into a long and heartfelt correspondence as we taught in different schools, in different towns. Her letters soon became more friendly than passionate, and eventually I learned that she had chosen a conventional path, accepting the hand of an earnest young gentleman called Edward. I had never expected otherwise. She was too pretty to be a spinster.


    Meanwhile, I.M. Midas grew in reputation, her dark and threatening mode of poetry capturing the imagination of the time. She moved to Boston and then New York, taking up with a bohemian set that only added to her literary stature.


    One poem, about the ill omen of a raven, was published in over twenty newspapers across the country and for one brief season made Miss Midas a household name.


    I found myself in that poem, as I always did. The raven croaked its chilly message to a woman who searched for victory in dusty old books, who craved a career as a historian (something I myself had ceased to yearn for years before now). A woman who desired to be forgiven by her lover.


    Nevermore indeed.


    After that, I.M. Midas was often referred to as “the Raven,” even in my small circles. There were a few poets and book enthusiasts in my little town, and we met sometimes to read to each other while taking tea. Mr Oswald, who ran the library and the post office, took a particular delight in the words of “Mr Midas”, and would regularly clip poems out of the newspapers to share with us.


    “Ah, listen to this one, Miss Grayson,” he said one afternoon as our little group sat in my schoolroom with cups of tea and slices of fruit cake. “You will appreciate it, I think.”


    It was not a poem, but a very short story, about poet dying for lack of beauty, and the lost love who had broken his heart.


    “Why is Mr Midas always so sad?” complained Lucille Woodvine who was an excellent seamstress and quite pretty, but not especially bright.


    I closed my eyes, and listened to the end of the story. The poet died, and only then was allowed to return to the land of many-coloured grass he had visited once in his youth, the single time in his life that he had ever been happy.


    I would not crack. I would not. This was no more seductive than the letters or the feathers. Ida May had found another way to torture me for the choices of my past, and I would not go to her.


    •


    As Christmas approached, our little reading group received word of a new literary journal, The Stylus, edited by none other than I.M. Midas. I rejoiced in this news for I truly believed (I wanted to believe) that if Ida May received the acclaim due to her for her best and most powerful work, she might finally let go of the idea that our never-was love was such a great tragedy in her life.


    I did not have to subscribe to the periodical, because Mr Oswald had already done so, and was delighted to go over the contents with the group. I did examine the crisp pages with great curiosity, I must admit.


    There was a poem by Midas herself, and many other pieces she had chosen from favourite writers and friends—some were beautiful, some banal, and all quite wretchedly bleak.


    Ida’s poem was about me. Of course it was. The poems are always about me. This one for once made no playful pun about my name, not even a discreet letter “v” placed somewhere noticeable, and yet it contained all of the elements I knew to recognise. The woman, this woman whom the poet loved, had a “classic” face, “queenly” stature, bright eyes, a musical voice, a pallid brow and curly dark hair.


    Even when she did not name me, the Raven was still writing about her mythical Victoria, a woman she had constructed upon a few dim memories.


    It was the article published at the back which made me tremble. It was a biography of I.M. Midas, poet-editor of The Stylus. A short piece, certainly, but one that was utterly false and scurrilous. No longer was Miss Midas merely writing under a name that implied she was male. Now she had actually allowed a piece to be written which stated her male identity as a fact. Ignatious Melville Midas had a Harvard degree, parents, enjoyed shooting and fishing, all artifice. A wife, by God, “his” helpmeet and muse, the raven-haired Mrs Victoria Midas.


    Ida May had claimed me after all, woven me into her imaginary history of a celebrated male poet with a devoted wife.


    As I consumed this news, smoke began to pour from the pages of The Stylus, and the journal burst into flames. Mr Oswald shouted, and Miss Woodvine screamed, and there was a great to-do with water and blankets.


    I was not burnt, which they all claimed was a miracle. But I was indeed broken.


    The very next day, I bought a train ticket to New York.


    •


    “Mr and Mrs Midas” lived in a tall, narrow house in tree-lined avenue of a wealthy district. I had bought another copy of The Stylus at the train station, so as to neatly copy the address on to a slip of paper I could keep in my pocketbook, though I was careful not to read anything else of the journal lest I cause further inflagration.


    I stood upon their steps for a very long time before I gathered my courage enough to march up and ring their bell.


    A maid answered, a shy girl in a crisp uniform with a cap pulled down upon her face. She bobbed and ma’amed and led me to a drawing room so full of books that I had no doubt I was in the right place.


    “I should like to see,” I said, and hesitated on the words, for no, I was not yet ready for the confrontation with Ida May. “The lady of the house. Mrs Midas.”


    The maid stared at me, quite startled, and I was equally startled to see her face. She had such bright eyes, and a brow that could only be described as pallid. It was like looking into the mirror I had owned ten years ago. She could have been me. “Yes, Mrs Midas,” she said quickly, and fled.


    What was I to make of that? For as I waited, I had a creeping suspicion that she had not been agreeing with me readily that she would fetch her mistress, but instead she had addressed me as her mistress.


    No, that could not be.


    A housekeeper came next, a stout and comforting woman, though again I had that quiet shock of recognition. She looked so like my aunt, or perhaps myself once I reached the age of my aunt.


    “Mrs Midas, welcome home,” she said in a voice that was certainly not my own, though I struggled at first to recognise it. “May I bring tea? Or would you prefer sherry at this hour? Mr Midas was sorry not to meet you at the station, but he will be along for supper directly.”


    “I am not,” I said, and there was something wrong with my voice, too. It was deeper, more sardonic, and yet dreadfully familiar. “I am…” But what could I say? I was Victoria Grayson, unmarried, a schoolteacher, a lover of women? Mrs Midas was a Victoria too. “I am afraid…”


    That, at least, was the truth.


    The door rang, and the maid answered it again. I heard her speaking to the master of the house in the hallway, and he answering her, both in that same voice, the one I heard in the mouth of the housekeeper and of myself.


    “Hello, darling,” said Ida May, as she entered the drawing room. I had half expected her to be dressed as a man, all frock coat and tails, but she was dressed as she always had when I knew her, in a respectable brown linen dress and jacket.


    “Where are we?” I demanded. Her voice spilled out of me, that rich sound. I was not myself any more. My clothes had changed, and my corset was tighter. I could feel myself stretching to fill her vision of me. She thought I was taller, more slender, and thus I became. “What is this house?”


    Ida May Midas smiled at me with that angular face of hers, and took my hand. Gently, she led me to the window and drew back the curtains. The trees that lined the avenue outside were glowing gold with a sunlight that came from nowhere. As my hand shuddered in hers, I saw threads of bright and many-coloured grass spring up in the middle of the street.


    “It’s not a house,” she said serenely, her fingers encircling my wrist like a trap, sprung. “It’s a poem.”


    •
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