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Connie Wilkins

 


 


Joanna Russ, writer, feminist, keen-edged satirist
and out lesbian, claimed many rights for us, among them the freedom
to write about women who are the central actors in their own
stories. Lesbian, straight, or bisexual, they can be fully-realized
characters, not defined exclusively according to their gender.

Russ herself expressed suspicion of feminists
who were not angry, as she certainly was in her seething and
satirical The Female Man. Her own fiction, though, ranged
widely, and also included The Adventures of Alyx with its
blend of swashbuckling action, time-travel, science fiction, and
complex layers of metafiction.

We know that there are still repressions to
be fought. LGBT folks (and women in general) find ourselves facing
continuing battles as well as some wars we thought had already been
won. But Russ and other feminist writers have paved the way to a
modern culture where there are bright areas of true progress, and
speculative fiction is a primary example of this. We are not
obliged now to be limited by anger, but can explore the strange and
wonderful mazes of our imaginations wherever they may take us.

The focus of our Heiresses of Russ
series is lesbian speculative fiction in short story form, and our
mission is to highlight the breadth and quality of what has been
published during the past year. We saw so much excellent work, in
fact, that a single anthology couldn’t possibly contain it all, in
so many styles, voices and far reaches of creative minds that the
true uniting theme of our book turns out to be variety. This too is
a gift from those who went before us, a breaking down of
limitations and expectations.

The writers in this book portray being
lesbian as a vital component of their protagonists, but not to the
exclusion of all the variation possible for any characters in
speculative fiction. Their plots may or may not hinge on the
lesbian factor, but they are also about much more, with the
unrestricted inventiveness and well-crafted prose of all good work
in the genre.

As a writer and editor of lesbian fiction, I
often see new writers asking whether there are many markets that
will consider work with lesbian or gay characters. I tell them that
any publication these days worth considering is open to good
writing, regardless of sexual orientation issues. This may be an
overstatement, but not by much. Any relic of the dark ages who
rejects a story with a horrified, “No, that’s pornography!” just
because lesbian or gay characters are included—yes, I’ve had that
happen in the past—does not represent a publication worth
reading.

Take a look at the list of first publication
for the stories we chose. Asimov’s; Realms of
Fantasy; Strange Horizons; Expanded Horizons;
Welcome to Bordertown (edited by Holly Black and Ellen
Kushner); Supernatural Noir (edited by Ellen Datlow);
Like a Treasure Found (from Circlet Press). If you’re
familiar with science fiction and fantasy, you’ve seen these names.
And then there are the anthologies specifically for lesbian work:
Girls Who Bite from Cleis Press; Hellebore and Rue
from Lethe Press; Steam Powered 1 and 2 from
Torquere; and Women of the Mean Streets from Bold Strokes
Books. If you’re familiar with lesbian and gay fiction, you know
these names. There are many more presses out there who accept, and
in many cases solicit, stories with LGBT characters, as well as a
few, like Lethe Press, whose primary focus is our own queer
community.

We humans have a compulsion, possibly
perverse, occasionally useful, to categorize everything. To say our
theme is the wide variety of lesbian speculative fiction being
published today doesn’t do much to let you know what you’ll find in
Heiresses of Russ 2012. The only way to demonstrate what’s
in store for you is to introduce the stories themselves, and for
that, sorting them into categories familiar to readers may have its
uses after all.

Most speculative fiction is divided into
science fiction and fantasy, which is not to claim any universal
agreement as to the definitions or differences. Our table of
contents includes three clearly science fiction stories:
“Feedback,” Lindy Cameron’s hard-edged novella of far-future
technology, crime, and law enforcement; “God in the Sky,” An
Owomoyela’s story of an unexplained astronomical phenomenon; and
Sunny Moraine’s “The Thick Night,” in which African villagers in
need of aid are sent automatons instead of Peace Corps workers to
help them farm their land. But the last two can be read on
different levels, with an automaton coming so close to personhood
as to suggest something beyond the workings of science, and the
mysterious light in the sky inspiring reflections on family,
humanity, and religious traditions.

The remaining stories all have elements of
fantasy, but in varying ways and degrees. Three fit under the broad
tent of the Steampunk movement, combining retro-science with
fantasy. Katherine Fabian’s “In Orbit” deals with the construction
of orreries as balance wheels for the creation of golems.
“Amphitrite” by S.L. Knapp solves the problem of mermaids in the
Caribbean who lure men with their songs, and then devour them, by
permitting only female submarine pilots. And in “To Follow the
Waves,” Amal El-Mohtar’s protagonist imbues crystals with
dreams-made-to-order by means of the traditional art of
gem-cutting.

At least one piece could be read as urban
fantasy. David D. Levine’s “Tides of the Heart” features a plumber
who possesses superpowers when it comes to water in pipes, and
rescues a figure from classical mythology (with the aid of new laws
on same-sex marriage). Another, Emily Moreton’s “Daniel,” is firmly
in the traditional pirate-tale corner, with weather-magic thrown
in. Desirina Malkovitch’s “Thirteen Incantations,” with two
teenaged girls who sample magical memory spells formulated into
exquisite (and exquisitely described) perfumes, could easily be
included in a YA anthology, although it would be a shame to limit
it to that audience.

“Out of the Strong Came Forth Sweetness” by
Lisa Nohealani Morton is harder to categorize. There are elements
of biblical allegory, made clear by the title; far future science
fiction, with spaceports and law-enforcement “Angels” wearing
technological wings and laser eyes in a repressive dystopian
culture; and witchcraft, with a protagonist who gains strength from
the hair she cuts and styles so skillfully for her customers. Then,
in “Ours Is the Prettiest,” Nalo Hopkinson creates an aura of
desperate carnival gaiety and an “other world” that may fit into
what Delia Sherman, one of the editors of the Borderland series of
anthologies, terms the “interstitial” mode, falling between, rather
than within, familiar boundaries.

The vampire story subgenre is represented in
“La Caída” by Anna Meadows, with traditional tropes left behind in
this story of a fallen angel and a family of sisters in Mexico with
their own tradition of using their inherited taste for blood to
punish the evil rather than corrupt the good. This could have been
classed as horror, but is instead, in its own idiosyncratic
fashion, sweet and uplifting.

This brings us to the actual supernatural
horror department. Two of our authors contributed pieces that are
arguably horror, but their similarity ends there. Laird Barron’s
“The Carrion Gods in Their Heaven” fits into the werewolf subgenre,
achieving its effect with a brooding atmosphere and an accumulation
of details creating a sense of impending and inevitable doom, while
Steve Berman in “D Is for Delicious” wields a superbly keen and
macabre wit to show a retired schoolteacher’s discovery of the
benefits of being a witch. One story evokes shivers of foreboding;
the other induces guilty laughter combined with visceral
shudders.

So there you have the bare-bones tour of the
stories in all their complex variety. The quality of the writing
itself is even more impressive. Lyrical or somber, mannered or
transparent, lush with imagery or stark in effect, witty, poignant,
realistic, seductive, even numinous at times; whatever their
stories demand, these writers supply with skill and creativity.

You may have noticed that I included
“seductive” in that list. Yes, there are a few erotic elements,
although most are subtle. Lesbian themes don’t automatically
involve sex, but they certainly don’t preclude it. Several of the
stories also include elements of romance, no more nor less than can
be found in speculative fiction in general, and not by any means
the “cookie-cutter” variety so often attributed, rightly or
wrongly, to lesbian fiction.

What Joanna Russ and our other feminist
forbears might find lacking is political content, but I think
they’d catch the subtle metaphorical references. I was struck by
the fact that when repressive societies were depicted in these
stories, they tended to be obsessed with railing against witchcraft
and magic to the near-exclusion of getting hot and bothered about
lesbian relationships. If they noticed them at all, they considered
them part of the evils of magic. With our real-life history of
women who transgressed societal boundaries being persecuted as
witches, the symbolism is clear enough.

For all my talk of variety and writing skill
and freedom from outdated constrictions and expectations, the
fundamental purpose of fiction is to be enjoyed by its readers. Our
worthy mission was to highlight the breadth and quality of lesbian
speculative fiction published during the past year, but our even
higher purpose has been to provide a book that any readers with a
taste for quality science fiction, fantasy, horror, and all their
permutations will enjoy.

A special note for all the lesbians who tell
me how hard it is to find literate, engrossing speculative fiction
stories with fully-developed lesbian characters:

Here you go. I hope you enjoy the trip.

 


Connie Wilkins

Amherst, MA

Summer 2012
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In Oliver Twist, Fagin’s golems were powered
by—of course—stolen pocket watches.

Sarah remembered her grandfather’s easy smile
as she had complained to him about this grave injustice. He had
given her a big hug that smelled, as it always did, of cigar smoke
and clay and Grandfather, then said, “Would that were the most
ignorant thing Mr Dickens had ever graced us with, my love.”

•

A spider and a fly fell in love, and to prove their
love for each other, they crafted golems.

The spider wrote her love for the fly in the
clay of her golem, marking her adoration into each of its eight
legs. She—

“But how did the spider make the cogs and
gears for its heart?”

“Magic, my love.”

She wrote her love in the language of the
spiders, gentle and light and stronger than steel.

The fly wrote his love for the spider in the
chalk of his golem, his loyalty and passion inscribed in its wings.
He wrote in the language of the flies, which to our ears sounds
like a tuneless hum, but to theirs is the most beautiful music
imaginable.

The two were married under a canopy the bride
had woven herself. Their golems bore witness.

But love is not stronger than nature, and one
day they awoke to find the clay spider had eaten the chalk fly.

“But golems don’t eat! Why did
it—?”

“Magic, my love.”

With it, the clay spider had eaten their
love, the true words written on it and its prey. You must never use
a golem to show you the truth, for what it does with that truth may
be more than you can bear.

“But they were in love!” Sarah had protested,
six years old and her voice already rough against the unfairness of
it all. “That should have been enough.”

And Grandfather had smiled, that fond, boyish
smile that meant home and love and family. “With a truth that
strong, my love,” he’d said, “you could make the entire world your
golem.”

•

Three things made a golem: Stone, truth and an
orrery.

Dickens got the stone right, at least. It
could be any stone—chalk, clay, granite, marble, dust—fashioned
into any shape you chose.

For the royal wedding, the Jews of London had
presented Queen Victoria with a golem made of beautifully polished
malachite. That was during the years when it was legal to own a
golem but not to sell one; just because a gift is political doesn’t
mean it can’t also be a work of art.

•

Grandfather had a friend, Eli, whose son had moved
back to the East End with his own three sons, all of them a
suitable age.

“If you were going to fall in love with a
childhood sweetheart, my love,” Grandfather said, “you would have
done so by now.”

Sarah laughed and blushed, as she always did
when Grandfather spoke of such things. At the age of twenty, love
had not found her yet, but Grandfather had no one else to take over
the family business.

“It is not fair to ask you to marry a young
man you have known since he was in short trousers,” Grandfather
continued. “So please, for me, will you give Eli’s grandchildren a
chance?”

It would be entirely improper for Sarah to go
calling on Eli’s grandsons, but she and Grandfather had always been
too busy fitting cogs and testing gears and gazing up at the stars
to bother with propriety, which any grandchild of Eli’s would
surely understand.

•

The second thing needed to make a golem was a word
of truth. Many people used the word ‡Ó˙—literally “truth”—to make
their golems, and this worked perfectly well. But any true word
would do.

The evening after Grandfather had first told
Sarah the story of the spider, the fly and their golems, he sat her
down in front of a clay golem with its orrery firmly in place, and
knelt down until his eyes were level with hers.

“You know I love you, my love?”

Sarah, six years old and the centre of her
grandfather’s world, had nodded seriously. “I know you love me.”
Then, equally seriously: “I love you too. More than the stars in
the sky.” She had heard Rabbi Benjamin use the expression
before.

Her grandfather had smiled broadly and kissed
her forehead. “Then because you know and I know it, no golem can
ever have power over this truth.”

He lifted her up so she could see him write
I love my Sarah on the golem’s forehead.

“Read that out for me,” he said.

“I love my Sarah,” Sarah repeated dutifully.
When she finished speaking, the golem’s eyes opened.

The story of the spider and the fly was still
on her mind, and she had not yet understood her grandfather’s
words. If Grandfather had said love wouldn’t be enough—Her eyes
filled with tears.

But Grandfather just gave her another hug and
put her down on the floor. “You know it and I know it, my love, so
it will be true whatever happens to the golem. You must never use a
golem to prove the truth, but you can always use the truth to wake
a golem.”

And Sarah, six years old and truly her
grandfather’s daughter, had reached a pudgy hand to pat the golem’s
foot. She didn’t know how to put it into words, but she knew she
must be kind to it, because it was carrying her favourite
truth.

•

The first day, she called on Jacob. A golem answered
the door and ushered her into a front room scrubbed so clean that
Sarah fancied she could all but see dents in the floor where the
golem must have knelt. Jacob’s sister, Naomi, served them tea in
delicate china cups.

“If I may be serious for a moment,” Jacob
said, as soon as the tea had been poured. “I have had the good
fortune to study under several eminent scholars on the true science
behind the golem.”

Sarah did her best to look serious. It didn’t
help that behind Jacob’s back, Naomi had just rolled her eyes, then
looked almost comically guilty at her own lack of sisterly
loyalty.

“One simple way to conceptualise the
mechanisms behind a golem,” Jacob told her, “is as a fire. The
body, you see, is the fuel, and the orrery is the very air it needs
to thrive, you understand?”

Sarah schooled her face into one of someone
who did, indeed, both see and understand. Naomi, who didn’t have to
impress anyone with her marriageable nature, was staring at her
brother as if she too had been caught by surprise at his belief
that he could lecture his way into a wedding.

“Then the word of truth is the spark that
sets it all alight.” Jacob sounded as proud as if he had come to
this conclusion himself. “Naturally, the true alchemical theory is
far more complicated than that, but—”

Behind Jacob’s back, Naomi shrugged
apologetically before leaving Sarah to her fate.

What seemed like hours later, Sarah came home
to the smell of brisket and her grandfather’s smile.

“Tell me, my love,” he said, patting the seat
beside him in invitation, “was it really so bad?”

She thought for a moment, giving his question
the care and attention it was due. “No. The kugel was good, and I
think I see now how to calibrate the effects of Mars in
retrograde.”

Grandfather put an arm around her and pulled
her into a hug. “Will you need me to order some more copper
bands?”

•

An orrery contained knowledge of the heavens. It was
a mechanical device that modelled the movements of the planets and
their moons. When Sarah was eight and a half, Rabbi Benjamin had
told her that the sky was God’s orrery; a small part of her had
never forgiven God for putting the planets so far out of reach.

The quality of the orrery—its detail,
precision and scope—all played their role in giving power to a
golem. A pocket watch, stolen or otherwise, could never form the
heart of a golem, whatever Mr Dickens might have to say about
it.

Sarah took apart her first orrery when she
was a few weeks shy of her eighth birthday. It took her three
months and many false starts before she could put it back together
again. Every morning of those three months she woke with a new idea
of what to try next.

•

The second day, she called on Aryeh. The same golem
answered the door and ushered her into the same well-scrubbed room,
all traces of yesterday’s visit washed and polished away. Naomi
served them tea in the same china cups.

To his credit, Aryeh didn’t start lecturing
Sarah on what he believed to be the true alchemical theory behind
golems. This was because to lecture her on anything, he would first
have needed to speak.

“The weather has been most clement recently,”
Sarah tried.

Aryeh nodded. Behind him, Naomi looked torn
between horror and amusement at her brother’s unique approach to
courtship.

“It’s good for business,” Sarah said.

Aryeh nodded.

“And very pleasant to walk by the river,”
Sarah said. Her fingers itched for the orrery she had been working
on that morning.

Aryeh nodded.

Sarah dared another look at Naomi. She had to
stifle a laugh at the resigned sympathy on the other woman’s
face.

•

An old man leaves France with nothing but a bundle
of clothes and a bust of Napoleon. He’s stopped by the police, who
search his clothes and demand he explain the bust. “What is
that?”

“What is that? What is that?” (When
Grandfather told the story, his eyes widened in mock rage and Sarah
giggled happily.) “Do not ask me what is that, ask me who is
that! That is Napoleon, the greatest friend of the Jewish people.
Under him, we have been accepted, been welcomed into French
life with open arms. No longer are we Jews separate from French
society—we are true citizens at last, as equal as the stars in the
sky. I wish to bring a bust of this great man to my family, so we
may gaze upon this great liberator of our people and—”

The police wave him on.

The old man arrives in England with nothing
but a bundle of clothes and a bust of Napoleon. At the port,
officials search his clothes and demand he explain the bust. “What
is that?”

“What is that? What is that?” (Sarah joined
in the outraged refrain.) “Do not ask me what is that, ask me
who is that! That is Napoleon, the greatest enemy of the
Jewish people. He has brought more pain to us than any plague, than
any war. Under him, the art of the golem has been completely
suppressed. We are forbidden from making them, from owning them,
from teaching our children their secrets. How can we Jews survive
without the golem? I wish to bring a bust of this evil man to my
family, so we may spit upon this great enemy of our people
and—”

The officials wave him on.

The old man arrives at last at his daughter’s
home, where he is greeted by his family, embraced and kissed and
fussed over. He sets down his bundle of clothes and his bust of
Napoleon and attends to every grandfather’s proper duty: the care
of his grandchildren.

(Sarah snuggled closer to her grandfather and
he dropped a kiss on the top of her head.)

One of his grandchildren, a beautiful, clever
girl with sharp eyes and a sharper mind, she is fascinated by the
bust. “Grandfather, Grandfather,” she says. “Who is that?”

“Who is that? Who is that?” her grandfather
booms. “Do not ask me who is that, ask me what is that!
Eight pounds of gold.”

•

The third day, she called on Daniel. Naomi answered
the door, and immediately she took Sarah’s hands in her own.

“I love my brothers,” she said earnestly.

Sarah fought the urge to snatch her hands
away. They felt too hot and too cold at the same time, and Naomi
was standing very close.

“I love my brothers,” Naomi said again, “but,
please, allow me to apologise in advance for Daniel.”

For all the fluttering in her chest, Sarah
couldn’t help but laugh.

•

The gentile scholars whose combustion analogies
Jacob took so much pleasure in quoting called orreries
Antikythera mechanisms, after a device recovered from an
ancient shipwreck. They said it proved that the art of the golem
was not inherently Jewish, but in fact had been discovered by the
ancient Greeks—those classical gods of all civilisation—and had
only later been adopted by the Jews.

Adopted. Stolen, was what they meant, and
everyone knew it—no more Jewish than one of Fagin’s pocket
watches.

It lent their studies an air of
respectability that had previously been so lacking. While many
might ask what business a university had in sponsoring curiosity
over some Jew magic trick, they would not even question the study
of valuable ancient Greek science.

•

The fourth day, she called on Eli’s son’s house
again. Naomi answered the door.

“I don’t have any more brothers,” Naomi said
with a smile. “But if you’ve chosen already, I can fetch the
victor.”

With a courage she did not really feel, Sarah
said, “I was hoping I could persuade you to take a walk with
me.”

She didn’t miss the way Naomi flushed, nor
the guilt that skittered across her face.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Naomi said
at last. She gave the impression of having tried and rejected
several answers in her head before settling on that one.

This would be the moment to turn and walk
away. Instead, Sarah spoke again. “I rather think the damage has
already been done.”

Naomi really was beautiful when she smiled.
“You could be right.” She drew herself together. “And who knows,
maybe I will discover you to be boring and you will discover me to
be brash.”

“I am told I can be very dull,” Sarah
agreed.

“Really?” Naomi slipped on her coat. “Tell me
more.”

They found themselves by the river, watching
the golems pull flat-bottomed canal boats through the water.

“What would you do,” Naomi asked, “if you
could do anything you wanted?”

Sarah didn’t even have to think about it.
“I’d learn to build a real model of the skies. Something huge and
messy and full of surprises, just like the stars themselves.”

Naomi was studying her face, her own
expression something Sarah couldn’t read and wasn’t sure she wanted
to.

“And you?” Sarah prompted.

Naomi looked away. “I envy you your
certainty. My ambition—” She used the Yiddish word. “—feels
like a glass I’ve dropped on the floor. It shatters into tiny
pieces, and I want to chase them all.”

They both stared at the river for a long
moment.

“I want a family,” Naomi said all in a rush.
“Happy, noisy children for me to love and cherish. I want to travel
the world. I want to see what you see when you look at the night
sky. I want to make my family proud. I want to write penny
dreadfuls just for the thrill of watching boys save up their
farthings to read what happens next. I want you to be boring. Why
aren’t you boring?”

It was as if all the breath had fled Sarah’s
lungs.

“I could marry one of your brothers.”

“You could.”

They let the lie hang between them.

Golems were fashioned from stone so their
bodies might bear the demands of their fate. You could wake them
simply by telling the truth. And at the heart of every golem, Sarah
knew to her bones, was the movement of the planets: Vast,
awe-inspiring and utterly beyond human control.

“Naomi,” Sarah said, finally feeling the
courage she had feigned on Naomi’s doorstep. “Would you care to
meet my grandfather?”

•
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When I was seven years old, I caught a monarch
butterfly off the fruit trees in my grandmother’s backyard. It had
perched on a pear blossom, its wire tongue probing the center for
nectar, and I trapped it in one of the blue mason jars Abuelita had
once used to can cactus-flower jam. I watched it flutter against
the aqua glass, its wings a flash of marigolds and obsidian.

“Let it go, m’ija,” my grandmother
said, pausing from her work in the herb patch.

“Why?” I asked.

“It’s hungry.”

“But so am I.”

Worry crossed her face. Even after years of
watching her granddaughters turn eighteen, when a hunger for salt
and iron filled their mouths, she didn’t know why I would want to
eat the winged creature. My older sisters and cousins craved blood,
only blood. Naguales never wanted anything else.

“Let it go, m’ija,” she said
again.

“Why?”

“He could be a warrior,” she said, reminding
me of the legend that said fallen Aztec soldiers were reborn as
monarchs. “He could be your ancestor.” She picked a handful of
marjoram leaves. “And even if he’s not, he could be un ángel
caído.”

“A what?” I asked. I knew as little Spanish
as my mother; she’d forgotten all but the Lord’s Prayer since her
family moved to Luna Anaranjada when she was five.

“A fallen one,” my grandmother said.
“Sometimes God takes pity on them, depending on what they’ve done.
An angel who rebels against Him will see no mercy. He’ll be thrown
to the Earth and vanish before he hits the ground.” She pointed up
toward the Milky Way, coming into focus and banding the sky as it
darkened. “Como un meteoro.” She took the jar in her hands.
“But for the lesser sins, he might turn the angel into a monarch on
its way down, so it can float to Earth. Its wings turn to limbs
only when they touch the ground.” She eased the jar back between my
palms. “Do you see, m’ija?”

I nodded, my eyes down, and unscrewed the
lid. The monarch hesitated, crawling along the inside lip, but I
shook the jar and it fluttered out.

I didn’t hunger for another butterfly until
after my eighteenth birthday, when I wanted blood so badly I was
ready to bite into my own arm. My sisters waited out their cravings
like my family had for generations, eating raw, bloody meat from a
cousin’s shop, and biding their time until they heard about a man
who raped a woman or beat his wife. They would surround him in one
of the fallow wheat fields outside town and share the meal like
guests at a wedding feast. When a village was rid of such men, we
moved on.

They always invited me. I rarely came. The
man’s screams and the sound of my sisters’ teeth tearing into his
muscle turned my stomach.

Carmen made fun of me. “Little sister is
hungry, but can’t eat. She doesn’t want to work for it. She wants
to buy it in cartons at the store like orange juice.”

I didn’t hold it against her. She often led
my sisters to their next meal, and because of our family, the talk
about our kind, los naguales, was changing. Villages used to
fear naguales. They called us witches, and whispered that at
night we turned to cats and wild dogs to commit our crimes. They
said we were why children became sick and crops withered. They
blamed murders and missing livestock on our taste for blood.

Thanks to my family’s penchant for the blood
of men so evil no one missed them, wives and mothers now spoke of
us as guardians. Good men used us as warnings to their sons and
brothers. If they guessed who we were, they did not tell, fearing
we would flee before we had rid their village of the kind of men we
fed on. If one of those men found us out, he never lived to expose
us.

No one ever found the bodies. My mother and
Carmen never told me how they managed that. Once I asked them if it
was the graveyards; two of my uncles ran a funeral home the next
county over, and a few of my cousins worked as undertakers. But my
mother only looked horrified and told me they’d never defile good
men’s tombs with the bodies of the depraved.

Depraved or not, I couldn’t feed on them. My
sisters had grown tall and lean on their diet. I’d gained ten
pounds trying to fill the gnawing in my stomach with the olive oil
cookies and chiles en nogada that were once my favorites. My
breasts had bloomed a full cup size. My thighs had softened and
widened, and I carried a little pouch of extra fat below my belly
button that strangers mistook for baby fat, thinking I was still
thirteen.

I ate and ate because I couldn’t stomach what
I needed. It wasn’t that I objected to what my sisters were doing,
to what my family had done for a hundred years. But my body
rebelled against the nourishment. Carmen, for all her mocking, had
brought me a glass of it once. But I heard the cries of the guilty
man and their teeth puncturing his ligaments as surely as if I’d
been in that fallow field, and I couldn’t keep it down. I was
eating myself into the next dress size, and I was still
starving.

It shouldn’t have surprised me that the next
time I saw a monarch butterfly floating past a pitaya flower, I
imagined its powdered wings on my tongue.

It was the night Hector Salazar stormed onto
our front lawn, stinking of cheap mezcal and crushing the
datura under his boots, and waking the whole neighborhood. “Get out
here, putas! You filthy, murdering whores! You killed my
brother!”

Carmen strolled onto the front porch, our
grandmother’s pearl-handled pistol tucked into her skirt. “Your
brother tried to rape another man’s wife.” She cleared flakes of
dried oregano from under her fingers, and tossed her head at
Adriana, Lucia, and me to tell us to stay back. “God brings swift
justice sometimes. It’s not our place to question His ways.”

He spat on our statue of la virgen.
“I’ll kill all of you.” He waggled an unsteady finger at Carmen.
“The sheriff thinks you’re pretty. That’s the only reason you’re
not in the jail. But it doesn’t matter. I’ll kill all of you
myself.” He stumbled over the brick planter border.

Lucia, pure soul as she is, stepped forward
to keep him from falling, but Adriana held her back, and Hector
fell into the weeds.

“Not tonight. I’ll let you putas wait
and wonder when I’ll get you.” He staggered to his feet, his knees
and elbows coated in mud, and out toward the main road.

Adriana fumed. I gripped the porch railing so
I didn’t tremble. When Lucia caught her breath, she cleaned la
virgen with her skirt.

“Don’t worry,” said Carmen. “He knows what
his brother did, and he knows he has nothing to threaten us. Go to
bed.”

Carmen slept like a cat in sunlight, and
Adriana and Lucia turned over in their beds until they wore
themselves out.

I knew I wouldn’t sleep until dawn, so I took
a walk in the desert behind our house. That was when I saw the
butterfly.

It looked already dead as it was falling. It
flapped its wings no more than the wind would have done for it, and
it tumbled toward the ground without riding the updraft. I lost
sight of it and found it again, its path swirling through the dust
that clouded the air.

I knew my grandmother couldn’t see me. She’d
settled with my mother in Cachcaba, thirty-seven miles away; we
brought them blood in blown-glass jars on the weekends. But I
searched the dark anyway, just in case. No one would ever know. If
it was already dead, it couldn’t be one of my Aztec ancestors, so
what could be the harm? Birds ate butterflies every day.

A last gust of wind swept it up before its
body weighted down its wings and pulled it to the Earth. I tried to
follow it, but it vanished in the dull gold of blowing dust.

When the thin dirt settled, the butterfly was
gone. In its place, a human body lay curled on its side.

I gasped. I didn’t know how I’d missed it or
how long it had been there. It looked dead, at first. From the
cropped hair and straight hips, I thought it was a boy. Then I
noticed the slight curve of her breast. She was naked except for
bruising that darkened her back.

She was breathing. I knelt behind her. I
reached out to see if she was really there.

My fingers barely grazed the fine, peach-fuzz
hairs on her back, but her shoulder blades pinched, her eyes
snapping open. She struggled for breath like I’d just pulled her
out of water.

“Shh.” I stroked her back.

“Leave me alone,” she said, her voice young,
but low.

“You’re hurt,” I whispered.

“I’m all right.”

“You need help.”

She shivered, though the day’s heat had
barely faded with the dark; she must have had a fever. “Please
leave me alone.”

“I won’t hurt you,” I said. “I’ll take you to
the doctor. He’s not far.”

“No,” she said. “Please. Don’t let anyone see
me like this.”

I took my shawl from my shoulders. It was
light, just enough to guard against the chill that settled over the
desert at night, but I draped it over her waist, using some of the
slack to cover her breasts.

I caught another glimpse of the bruising on
her back. It wasn’t indigo or violet, shadowed in yellow. It was
veined in black, and filled in with orange. Two great, bruised
wings, like a monarch’s, but out of focus, spread across her
back.

I wanted to touch them. I didn’t.

“Are you a warrior?” I asked, even though I
doubted it; her hair was gold as new corn silk, and the tan of her
skin looked dirty, not coppery like the raw sienna that ran in my
family.

“No,” she said.

“Are you one of them?” I asked. “Un ángel
caído?”

She winced. It was as close to a nod as I’d
get. I took her in my arms. She was light, lighter than she should
have been even with how thin she was, but she grew heavier as I
came closer to our back door, like she was becoming solid and
human. She fell in and out of waking, asking me over and over again
to leave her alone, leave her out there. But when I put her in my
bed and wrapped her in my grandmother’s ojo blanket, she
slept.

I needed clothes. She might let me touch her
if I gave her clothes. The shops in town wouldn’t open until
morning, and the skirts Carmen, Lucia, and I wore would look
strange on the ángel’s boyish body, with her short, messy
hair. Adriana’s dresser was my only choice.

She was the heaviest sleeper of all of us. I
eased her door open and snuck toward the heavy dresser. But my foot
hit the only board in her room that creaked, and she started
awake.

“Little sister?” She sat up in bed, groggy.
“What are you doing?”

“Could I borrow some of your clothes?”

“Why would you want to borrow clothes from
me? You never wear pants. Besides, they wouldn’t fit you.”

“Please?” I said. “I’ll explain in the
morning.”

“Is there a man in your room?”

“Of course not.”

She got out of bed, pushed past me, and
slipped toward my room. I followed after her, but I had to slow as
I passed the hallway mirror and the side table I always ran into if
I wasn’t careful; my hip hitting its corner would wake my sisters
for sure, especially if one of the earthen jars fell to the tile
and shattered.

Adriana threw my door open and saw the black
and orange bruising on the ángel’s back. “You brought home
una caída?”

I shut the door behind us. “She needed
help.”

“Carmen will have a fit when she finds out.
She doesn’t even like me going around with women. If she finds out
you have one in your bed…”

“Then don’t tell her.”

She clicked her tongue all the way down the
hallway and came back with trousers and a collared shirt. “These
might be a little big and too long.” She left them on the dresser
and nodded toward the ángel. “She’s cute. I can see why you
like her.”

“Adriana.”

“Don’t worry, little sister.” She eased the
door shut as she left. “She’s not the kind I like.”

I dressed the ángel in Adriana’s
trousers while she slept. The shirt I’d let her put on herself.
When she woke just after midnight, I heated a chile relleno in the
oven and tried to get her to eat.

“I’m not hungry,” she said, still a little
asleep.

I looked over her bony frame. “You look
hungry.”

“So do you,” she said.

“I’m not,” I said.

“You still look hungry.” She turned over,
sucking air in through her teeth at the sudden pain.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“You’re hurt. I knew it.” I pulled the quilt
from her shoulders, freezing when I saw the scrape on her shoulder,
the one that had been against the ground. It glistened like liquid
garnet, warm and alive, the blood of a living woman, not a dead
man.

I caught myself biting my lip.

Even in the dim room, I saw the flicker of
understanding in la caída’s face. “You’re a salt girl,” she
said.

“What?”

“We call you salt girls, because you want the
salt in the blood.”

I swallowed to keep from crying. I wanted her
warmth, and to run my tongue over that slick of blood so badly it
was driving me to sobs. “I don’t know why. We’ve been this way for
a hundred years. Maybe more.”

“Even we’re not told why things are the way
they are.” She lowered her gaze, like shame was weighting it down.
“Why we want what we want.”

I pulled a strip of cloth over her wound,
both to help it heal and so I wouldn’t see it. I wanted to dampen
the smell of iron, as sweet as rain-made rust. “Why did you fall?”
I asked.

A wry laugh stuck in the back of her throat.
“Why do you think?”

“You wanted something.”

“Yes.”

“What?”

Two shallow breaths wavered in the back of
her throat, one, then the other, before she grabbed me and kissed
me, her desert-warm mouth searing my lips.

“Soft.” She buried her nose in my hair and
dug the heels of her hands into my back. “You’re so soft.” Then she
dropped her hands and pulled away. “I’m sorry.”

I stopped myself from grabbing her back. “I
don’t understand.” I straightened my posture. “You fell because you
wanted someone?”

“No.” She dropped her head, letting her hair
shadow her face. “That’s the worst part. There was no one. I didn’t
fall in love. I just wanted.”

I crawled on top of her, slowly pinning her
down, and kissed her. She startled, but then gave her mouth to
mine. I let my mouth wander down her neck toward her breasts, but
it strayed, and her blood stained my lower lip. She arched her back
to press her body into mine, but her blood heated my mouth, like
hot sugar on its way to caramel, and I scrambled off her so quickly
I fell from the bed. She grabbed my waist and pulled me back.

I licked my lip, blushing and guilty.

“You are hungry,” she said.

“I shouldn’t be,” I said. “I eat all the
time. My sister says if I don’t stop, I’ll get so chubby, I’ll look
like a little girl forever.”

She pushed a piece of hair out of my face.
“You don’t look like a little girl.”

I watched her mouth; her lips parted. She
turned her shoulder toward me. “And you’re hungry for this, aren’t
you?”

I looked away. I didn’t want to see the
jeweled red again. She cupped my face in her hands. “Could you live
off me?”

I raised my eyes to hers. “What?”

“Could you live off me?”

I tried to wrench away from her. “I couldn’t
do that.”

“Because it’s not possible?”

“Because I couldn’t do that to you.”

“Yes, you could,” she said. “I’m no good for
anything else.”

“You’d be weak whenever I had some of
you.”

“I don’t care.”

I snuck a look at the streak of garnet on her
shoulder. “Would you let me give you something?”

She narrowed her eyes. “What?”

“What you wanted.”

“I couldn’t ask you for that,” she said. “I’m
fallen. I’m dirty.”

I slid my hands under the sheet and onto her
hands. “And I’m a nagual.”

She moved my hands back on top of the
blanket. “If I could be your nourishment, maybe I’d be something
good again.”

I got up from the bed.

“Where are you going?” she asked, baring the
red jasper of her shoulder.

“I need a cookie.” I paced in front of the
door. “Do you want a cookie?”

“No. I don’t want a cookie.”

I put a hand on the doorknob. “Well, I need a
cookie.”

“Why?”

Because I still thought the food of my former
life would fill me. “Because when I get upset, I want cookies.”

She laughed a soft laugh. That made me
madder, and I left.

I hadn’t even closed my bedroom door behind
me when the barrel of my grandmother’s pearl-handled pistol was in
my face.

“Good,” said Salazar, his drunken breath
pressing me against the wall. “The littlest puta. Come on.”
He gestured with the gun, and I followed the gleam of the handle
toward the living room. Carmen always kept my grandmother’s pistol
in the armoire in her room. I didn’t understand how Salazar could
have it until I saw my sisters lined up against the mantle, Carmen
with a gash across her right temple. Their bedroom doors were open,
and they were in their nightclothes.

“All four putas.” Salazar shoved me
toward them.

“Leave her alone,” said Lucia, in a louder
voice than anyone but her sisters had ever heard her use.

Salazar pointed the gun toward her. “The
Virgin Lucia has something to say?” He twirled the barrel through
her curls.

Adriana lunged at him, but Salazar jammed the
hilt of the gun into the side of her head, and she reeled back
toward the mantel.

Lucia stayed silent, glaring at him. “Any of
you whores have anything to say?” he asked.

Blood from Carmen’s wound glistened on her
eyelashes, heating her stare. Adriana held the side of her head,
but glowered through the hair in her face.

“That’s what I thought.” He lowered the gun,
but held it tight. “I want to hear what you did to him. I want to
hear where you hid my brother’s body.”

La caída’s face appeared in the
hallway mirror out of the darkness, the steps of her bare feet
quiet on the floor. She lifted a terra-cotta vase from the side
table. Salazar turned at the slight sound of dried clay against
wood, but la caída had already lifted the vase over her
head, and brought it down on Salazar’s.

The gun went off, shattering the mirror in
the hallway. Lucia screamed. Salazar fell to the floor, hitting his
head on the ceramic tile.

I searched the dark for la caída’s
face. She was nowhere. I stepped over the glass shards.
“Caída?” I heard her soft moan and followed the sound. She
was on the floor, her wound spattered with blood. I knelt to look
at her.

I hadn’t remembered the wound as that big,
that open.

It was on the wrong shoulder.

“He shot her,” I said, feeling her forehead
and brushing her hair out of her face. “He shot her.”

Lucia grabbed her shawl. “I’ll go wake
Marcus.”

“She’s going for the doctor,” I whispered to
la caída.

“No,” said la caída. “Please.”

Adriana turned on every light in the hallway.
“Get her away from the glass.”

Lucia cleared a path with the broom and I
pulled la caída away from the broken mirror.

La caída tilted her head, sweat
dotting her forehead with glass beads. “Take what you need.”

“No.” I kissed her forehead. “No.”

Carmen found the bloody bullet among the
glass shards. “It’s not in her.” She held it up. “It grazed her.”
She crouched near us, taking in the black and orange wings on la
caída’s back with a slow nod.

Adriana began boiling water on the stove.
Lucia crossed herself and whispered a prayer I couldn’t make out.
Carmen held la caída’s arm by her elbow, not rough, but no
more gentle than she had to be. “It’s not deep. But you should see
the doctor anyway.”

“What will he do to me?”

“Nothing I don’t tell him to,” she said.
“He’s my brother.” She looked at me. “Where did you find her?”

“Outside,” I said.

She set her elbow back down and nodded at
Lucia. “Marcus will come here.”

“Aren’t they going to come take me?” La
caída asked, pulling her limbs into her chest.

“Who?”

“I killed him,” said la caída.

“No one will know.” Carmen tossed her hands
toward Salazar’s body. “Who’s hungry?”

I couldn’t lift la caída’s body
anymore. She was as heavy as a real woman. Adriana helped me get
her back into my bed, where our brother checked her wound, pressing
his lips together and nodding at my bandaging. “Not bad,
hermanita.” He gave la caída something for the pain,
and she slept. “She saved all my sisters, huh?” he asked when he
saw the lines of her monarch’s wings. “Should be enough to get her
back into heaven when she dies.”

“What, now you’re a priest?” said Carmen,
shooing him out of the room when he was done. “Get back to your
wife.”

As my sisters took their meal in the field
outside town, I lay in bed next to la caída, tracing my
finger along the thin cut where a shard of glass had sliced along
the edge of her hip. Marcus had missed it because he was worried
about the wound on her arm. La caída moaned awake. I pulled
my hand away.

“No,” she said, almost humming. “It feels
good.” She reached up, her eyes still half-closed, and rubbed a
lock of my hair between her fingers like it was silk ribbon.
“You’re still hungry.” She pulled the sheet back to expose the cut
on her hip.

I flushed. “I can’t. You’re hurt.”

“Will you take care of me?” She gave me a
lopsided smile in the dark.

“Yes.” I curled her hand into a loose fist
and kissed her thumb. “Yes.”

“Then take what I want to give you.” She
pressed her palm into her hip to thicken the little thread of
blood. “Take what you need.” She cradled the back of my neck in her
hand and gently guided my mouth toward the cut.

Part of me wanted to drain her; I’d silenced
my hunger for the months since my eighteenth birthday. But she was
so warm, all salt and no sweetness, that I wanted to savor her like
the wine of black Tempranillo grapes or the darkest bittersweet
chocolate. I drank slowly, and before she was too weak I stopped
and slid my mouth across her thigh to the triangle of soft hair
between her legs. I sucked on her labia, one at a time. I touched
her as I kissed her, and she shuddered when I felt her wetness, and
again when my curious fingers made her wetter. I drank her wetness
and tasted the same perfect salt I found in her blood. She pulled
me on top of her and traced her hands under my dress. Her palms
painted my shape so I no longer felt young and hungry, rounded with
baby fat. Her hands and her salt were shaping me into something
nourished and womanly. Soft.

Her fingers found me, and she touched me in
the way I’d tried to touch myself every night for years. She
covered my mouth with hers to keep me from waking my sisters. We
mapped each other’s bodies with our mouths, and when her touch made
me as weak as she was, we slept.

When la caída was well enough, she and
I joined my sisters on their walks, Carmen and Lucia with the
lovers that followed them from town to town, Adriana with her woman
of the week. As we passed the town cemetery, a headstone caught my
eye. It was too new, too free of weeds and dry lichen, and carved
with only the letter ‘S’ and the current year. The grass covering
the grave looked new and tenuous.

La caída stopped with me, but couldn’t
tell what I was looking at. She hadn’t passed the cemetery a
hundred times.

“Mother told you we would never defile good
men’s graves,” Carmen whispered as she passed. “Instead, we make
new ones.”

La caída watched Carmen, and her eyes
narrowed as she listened. She didn’t yet understand the ways our
family, how the undertakers and stonecutters, the doctors and
butchers, all worked together to shield the desires of the women.
She didn’t yet understand how we worked, humans or naguales.
She didn’t yet know the million little sins we committed to turn
our hunger for salt into the best thing it could be.

Carmen took my hand and la caída’s and
put mine in hers. “Welcome to Earth, ángel caída. You have a
lot to learn.”
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Mkali is a proud woman. She knows it because
everyone says so, though she’s never thought of herself as proud.
They say that she was named well—fierce, strong—but as with
her pride, she only knows this about herself from what others say.
What she knows is that she has kept her siblings—the only remnant
of her family—safe through two wars, and now the drought, and the
drought will not best her. When the Lord’s Resistance Army came
streaming back down from the north like an unholy wind and swept
the lives of her parents away, she lived her name, because she had
to; because the other choice would have been to die, and, before so
doing, to watch her brother and her sister die in front of her.

The night the LRA came was very dark, and
thick with smoke and screams. Buqisi and Kani were so small,
huddled against her, Buqisi barely months old and Kani only just
walking; how could anything so small stand against a night like
that? So she stood against it for them, terrified and still
practically a child herself, dragged into an abrupt and unwelcome
adulthood. She led them out after, and she rebuilt the burned house
with her own two hands. She beat the earth into submission, pulled
food from it, kept them all alive. So if to be alive is to be
proud, if to shake one’s head at death is to be proud, then yes,
Mkali is proud. Too proud to get a man? Perhaps.

Perhaps it is merely that she doubts that any
man can be relied upon.

•

Not too proud to take a handout. They don’t
say it, at least not aloud, but she’s thinking it as she walks down
the dusty streets of Gulu. She wouldn’t have if there had been
anything to be done about it, but it’s been a hard season, and the
goats aren’t giving much milk, and if Buqisi and Kani are going to
go to school even some of the day…

There are foreign men in Gulu, Mkali has been
given to understand. White men, at least some of them, and wearing
blue helmets, at least some of them, and they have bags of rice and
lentils and cornmeal, and bottles of medicine. They are giving
these things away to those who are willing to stand in the hot sun
to receive them.

Mkali is a proud woman, if to do what needs
to be done is to be proud.

It’s a long time since she was in Gulu, and
it feels like an alien place, this much noise and this many people,
chickens squawking under the wheels of ancient cars, open-air cafes
pungent with cooking meat, lanky boys sitting under rough tarps and
crying out their wares to her as she passes: CDs, DVDs, American
movies, beautiful men and women and guns, explosions, bang, boom,
so much excitement! Such foreign excitement.

Mkali sighs and turns her face away. Not
foreign enough. Far too familiar. Only, real war was never so
bloodless as what she has seen in such movies. Real war never
looked so good.

Down a wide lane lined with dry trees, ready
to crackle into flames with the heat, and she can hear an even
greater commotion in the square ahead, a cloud of dust rising up
past the steeple of the church. Through the dust she sees trucks
parked, a seething crowd of people around them, bags being tossed
to them by men in uniforms. She walks a little faster. One or two
of the bags of food will be a lot to carry back on her own, but she
can. She will have to. One or two of those bags of food is enough
to last them for weeks, if they are sparing with it. And the earth
is no longer generous with its goods.

She reaches the edges of the crowd and pushes
her way into it. It is not as orderly as she expected—a mass of
people so clotted together that they almost become a single entity,
the shrill cries of women and the chatter of men, agitated, almost
angry. The men standing on the trucks look hot and overwhelmed.
Mkali feels a wave of pity for them: they look as exhausted as the
people they’ve come to help, and even further from home. But she is
holding up her hands with the rest, entreating. Please. Just a
bag. Toss it here, please. She feels shame at doing such a
thing, begging like one who can’t work. She thinks of Buqisi and
Kani with their heads bent as they shape their first hesitant
letters and she lifts her slender arms higher.

There’s a rumble to her left and the crowd
seems to turn as one: another truck! More supplies. They surge
forward and Mkali is carried with them, fighting just to stay
upright; it would be so easy to be trampled into the dirt in this
human chaos. Above the work she’s doing to stay standing, she lifts
her head, trying to see the new truck. It is closed, the contents
hidden from the world. Men are jumping off the back, opening the
doors. A ripple of excitement runs through the crowd. What will
this be? What have they brought?

A person steps down from the back of the
truck. Not one of the men. Not…a person? Mkali’s eyes widen.

It’s a human-shaped figure—head and arms and
legs—but there the resemblance diverges. She can see the soft shine
of skin on the arms, legs, torso, the same color as hers…but at the
joints, the gleam of black metal and chrome.

The thing turns its face toward her, and she
sees eyes as multi-faceted and glittering as diamonds.

The foreign men are pointing into the crowd,
speaking to each other in a language Mkali can’t understand. More
of the things are climbing smoothly down from the back of the truck
now, moving with an unearthly grace. Mkali thinks of stories told
to her as a child: spirits of the air, the stars, the sun.
Children’s stories, melting away with time like dew burning off in
the sun. Not true. But as the crowd churns in confusion around her,
as the things start to move in among them, she sees that flash of
chrome, so clean, diamond eyes again meeting hers, and she feels a
cool hand at her back, pushing her gently away and out of the
crowd, guiding her toward the lane and the trees, carrying a bag of
cornmeal easily on its metal-jointed shoulder.
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She doesn’t look at it the whole way home. She
doesn’t know how to look at it: you look at a person one way, and a
thing another way, and the two are not the same. But this…she tries
to look at it, and her very eyes seem to disobey. So she looks away
again. It carries the bag home for her, in any case, and she
supposes that she’s glad of the assistance.

It’s a new aid program, it explains to her as
they walk, its voice soft and musical and somehow, like the rest of
it, a full step or so to the left of human. Food aid works
tolerably well most of the time, and medical aid the same, but for
many people in a land decimated by war and famine, manpower is an
issue. Or so the thing’s creators say. So now there are things to
help with that as well. Cheap, powerful, durable. Solar-powered.
Water is needed, but used slowly and only needs to be replenished
every now and then. It is here to help her. It will do anything she
needs.

Mkali thinks, one or twice, that what she
might need is for it to turn around and go back to the men, back to
the trucks, back to whatever system selected her for this dubious
honor. A thing she did not ask for. She has never gone into debt to
anyone. And she will have no slaves.

I was made to serve you, the thing
says in its melodious voice. Anything.

It’s full dark by the time they get back to
the house. The children are inside on their pallet, curled up
together like puppies. Mkali stands in the doorway for a time,
looking down at them; the thing’s eyes cast a soft glow. She hasn’t
mustered up the will to tell it to turn them off.

At last she tells it to sleep wherever it
feels most comfortable. She’s not sure what else to say.

I do not sleep, it says. But thank
you.

She gives it a name on the second day,
because the children, immediately enchanted, are asking what its
name is, and it can’t respond. It hasn’t been given one. It
responds with what might be pleasure when, sighing, she tells Kani
what it is to be called. Madini. It hums softly, deep in its
chest. Can it feel pleasure? Is that a thing that, in the context
of such an object, can be called real?

It goes to work in the field beside the
house, chipping away at the hard earth. It would go easier if
there were water, it says, its eyes shining. Mkali nods. Yes,
it would. But the well is over a mile away. No matter, it
says. Provide me with a tool and I will dig you a well for your
field.

Mkali leans on her hoe and watches as it
digs. Now she can look at it directly, though it still feels very
strange to do so. It is a bizarre combination of lanky and squat:
its torso, bereft of organs, short and powerful, its chest topped
with curves that might be breasts, though surely it would have no
need for such things. Its legs and arms are long as well, but
disproportionately thin. Deceptive; she knows firsthand how strong
they are. Its face is the most human thing about it, soft-featured,
a broad nose, high forehead, full lips. And yet its face is also
the least human thing about it, because of its eyes.

Madini. She speaks the name in
silence, her lips forming the word she doesn’t say aloud.

In three days, they have water.

•

No one seems to know what to make of it, when it
helps Mkali to carry some goat milk to market—for now that the
goats are better fed, there is a surplus of milk, enough to sell,
and to Mkali this seems like almost unimaginable wealth. But no one
seems to know what to make of Madini. By now word of such things
has spread through the countryside, but for many people it’s still
only rumor, and Mkali feels eyes on her as she walks with Madini
into the center of the little village half a mile from her home,
carrying the milk in a jug. Eyes, everywhere. Envy? Fear? She did
not expect this, though she supposes that she should have. She
draws closer to Madini before she realizes that she’s done so.
Madini turns its glowing gaze to her.

We will return home soon, it says,
soft. Once we have sold the milk. You do not seem happy to be
here.

Mkali waves it away, shrugs, smiles faintly,
pulling her scarf tighter around her head. She’s not afraid of
anyone. She has already stood against the thickest night. She would
know it, were it to come again.

But they do leave quickly. And she is happy
to do so.

•

Your children are lovely. They are sitting in
the long shade of the house, watching Buqisi and Kani play in the
dying daylight. They have found a little green lizard; Kani catches
it, lets it run over his arm, and Buqisi claps her little hands and
laughs.

“Not my children,” Mkali says. “My brother.
My sister.” And then, before she’s really aware of it, she’s
telling Madini everything, about the soldiers, the fire, the
screams and the thick night. Madini listens in silence and then,
when Mkali is done, it lays a hand on her forearm. Madini’s hand is
smooth, unnaturally so, and cool to the touch, the top covered with
that same skin-like material, but the palm and fingers black
textured metal.

I am sorry.

Mkali shakes her head. There is nothing to be
sorry for. But she doesn’t move Madini’s hand away, and Madini
doesn’t move it either. They sit together in the gathering
twilight, the cicadas very loud in the trees and the goats bleating
gentle gossip to each other, until it’s time to call the children
in for bed.

•

Mkali tells Madini more. As before, she doesn’t
intend to, but working in the field or milking the goats or
sweeping out the yard, the words come, as though a dam has broken,
because there is so much that she has never told anyone, because
there has been no one to tell. Kani and Buqisi are young, and soon
enough they’ll see firsthand all the horror that life can throw at
them, but for now she wants to protect them. She sings to them. She
tells them happy stories. And in time, Madini learns the songs and
the stories, and then new songs begin to appear, and who can say
from whence they come? New stories are told; can Madini dream up
such things?

Madini does not sleep. Does Madini dream?

Mkali tells Madini of what she traded to the
soldiers who came back after the thick night. Mkali tells, her
voice quivering only a little, of what she gave them to get them to
go away. It was an act of desperation, because she had never been
given any reason to think that they would honor the terms of such a
deal, and it was an act of sheer will, because she did what she
could, gave what there was to give, and in the end the men had gone
away, the twilight ringing with their coarse laughter. And after,
there had been the fear of a child, strange-faced and with a hungry
mouth, but no child had come, thank God.

God, Madini echoes softly. What, in
your understanding, is God?

Mkali does not answer for a long time. Flies
buzz in the sleepy afternoon. She has never said this, either. No
one would want to hear.

God is the one who does not come, when the
house burns, when the people die, when the men laugh and their
hands become rough. Mkali says, There is no God.

Then, says Madini, its—her,
her—eyes glittering so lovely in the sunlight, why are you
thanking it?

•

Mkali watches Madini drink. This is a new thing:
Madini has never needed to drink before, but the reserves inside
her have run low. There is plenty of water now, a scaffold built,
and it is so easy to lower a bucket and bring it up, cool and
sparkling as Madini’s eyes. It still needs to be boiled before
Mkali and the children can drink, but Madini cannot get sick, so
she opens her mouth, tips up the bucket, and drinks. Her throat
does not move as she swallows; the water simply flows into her, an
open and waiting vessel. Some of it overflows and spills down her
shining body, wetting her skin, her gleaming joints.

Mkali stands by the goat pen and watches
Madini drink, one hand on her chest, as though she is tired and out
of breath, or weary to the point of pain. Or, as though she is
laughing.

She is a little afraid to look too closely at
what she feels now.

•

It is still difficult to go into the village. Some
of them have grown used to her—Madini, of course, nothing to be
remarked upon, it lives with Mkali and helps her with her land.
But others—many others—mutter behind their hands. What is that?
Sorcery. From America? Unnatural, that such a thing should be. What
is Mkali, that she should have it? Why did they give it to
her?

One word, only needing one voicing to take on
a life of its own. Witch.

The stares become uncomfortable. Mkali does
not bring Madini into the village anymore.

•

Mkali tells Madini about the future. This is also
new; she has not given much thought for the future before now. The
future was impossibly far away, impossible to plan for. Every day
was a gift—only not a gift. Gifts come with no cost. Every day felt
like borrowed time. Every day felt like a loan that might be
collected upon. But now Mkali allows herself to think of the
future. Buqisi and Kani will have an education. They will go to
university in Gulu, perhaps even in the south, in Kampala. They
will become doctors, scholars; they will go to Europe and
America.

America. Something in Madini’s eyes
seems to flare.

“You are from America,” Mkali says. Of course
this must be true. All riches, technology, wealth and power, all of
these things come from America. From where else could someone like
Madini come?

But Madini cocks her head on one side,
touches a metallic hand to her cheek. I do not know
America.

No? No. My home is here. Madini
pauses, as if weighing something. Mkali can feel her thinking
sometimes, more than other people; other people are chaos, a mess
of jumbled things, but when Madini thinks it feels like fitted
pieces slotting together, a soft, orderly clicking.

My home is here with you.

•

Mkali dreams of the fire, the thick night. It is a
memory, and yet not a memory; it is an echo of the past cast
forward into the future like dice, coming up on the wrong numbers.
Bad luck, which, if there is no God, is what it must all come down
to. The house is burning, the goats are loose, running and
terrified, the field is dancing with flames. Mkali stands naked
before it all, not bothering to try to cover herself. They have
come back, then, as she always knew they would. The LRA, the UPDF,
scatters of letters that have no meaning, that all mean the same
thing in the end. If they want to take her, she won’t fight them.
She lost her fear of them a long time ago.

But there is a scream from the burning house.
Kani. Buqisi.

Madini.

She tries to launch herself forward, her
breathing abruptly hard and frantic, but she moves as one does in
bad dreams, as though through mud, so slow though she’s using all
her strength. Another scream comes from the house and she joins it
with her own, clawing at the air. She has lost her fear for herself
but she has never stopped fearing for others.

She manages to move one foot forward when the
roof falls in a great eruption of sparks and flame, and her own
screams are all she hears.

•

She must have moved before she was fully awake. All
at once she’s conscious, but not in her bed. She’s standing in
front of the house, very like the dream, but facing away, out into
the field, the night still. The moon is high and bright, and it
casts shadows that are at once both sharp and dreamlike. There is a
cool breeze across her face. She shivers in her old, torn T-shirt,
though she is not cold.

Mkali?

She turns sharply, inhaling, though she
already knows who it will be: Madini, standing in the doorway and
looking at her with those softly glowing eyes. I heard you cry
out. Are you all right?

“A bad dream,” Mkali whispers, and turns away
again.

She hears Madini’s quiet step behind her, and
then the weight of a hand on her shoulder. It is over now. It
was never real.

“Yes, it was.” And she is turning again,
suddenly, feeling so small and lost, her mother and father so long
dead and in their graves, out at the far end of the field; she
buried them with her own hands, though she was exhausted and
shaking and blind with tears. And she has rebuilt the house and
beaten the earth into submission, but it has been so long, she is
so tired, alone, and now there is a body against hers, warm but not
human…but is it close enough to humanity? Has it been close enough,
these past few weeks?

Don’t, part of her urges. Don’t do
this. But they’ve given her this thing, this…to help her. To
serve her. Even if that’s not what she wants. She lays her hands
against Madini’s cheeks—skin that is not skin, skin smoother and
softer and stronger than human skin ever was—leans in and presses
their lips together, and if Madini was not made for this too, why
does it feel this way?

Why does it feel this good?

She feels Madini stiffen, the closest to
surprise she thinks Madini has ever been—then she feels that
thinking, that soft clicking, and she feels arms around her, lips
nudging hers apart. When the breeze touches her again, Mkali does
not shiver.

•

Dawn comes hot, shockingly so after the cooler
night; Mkali draws up a pail of water and washes herself, sponging
down her lean body with an old cloth, her skin sucking in the
coolness that comes as the air touches and takes its wetness in
exchange. Madini is back inside the house, not sleeping. Madini
does not sleep.

A great deal of this would be easier if she
did.

Water trickles down between Mkali’s breasts,
down the flat plane of her belly. Breasts that never swelled with
milk, belly that never swelled with child. And will that happen
now? The step she’s taken—can she walk it back? She’s long since
learned that certain things are irreversible, burned into the
world. A metal touch burned into her skin, and no amount of water
can cool it or wash it away.

She stands, extends her arms at her sides,
drying in the open air. Sometimes, she thinks, a step is not a
step, but only the path one was following all along, at last made
plain. In the thick night, she gave up on people, but for Kani and
Buqisi, her blood, the only children she is ever likely to have. In
the thick night she gave up on people, and now she has another
option.

•

A long day. In the summer the days are all too long,
relentless, every workable hour needing to be filled and enough of
them to thoroughly exhaust her. But in some respects this is a good
thing. Work drives out thought, and Mkali suspects that too much
thought just now wouldn’t lead her anywhere good. It has been more
than a week now, and things are much as they were before—they have
to be, because under the circumstances, it is nearly impossible to
hide anything. She steals moments. Seconds. She steals touches and
glances. She feels selfish, and she feels that selfishness has
eluded her for far too long, and now she’s taking what’s due to
her.

She has never had a lover. She feels giddy
with it. It feels more like terror than she ever would have
expected. Can anyone tell? Her body, her words and her
movements—have they betrayed her? Buqisi is still too small to
notice much…can Kani see? When she goes into the village, are they
looking at her even more closely now? It feels like enough to
cripple her. So, work, and little thought.

She is sitting in the shade, too tired for
the moment even to fan herself, but the field is hoed, the weeds
all pulled, and a few green sprouts have begun to push their
hesitant way up through the cracked earth. She palms sweat away
from her eyes, waves away the flies that gather to drink from her
skin.

You should not risk dehydration.
Madini, kneeling gracefully down beside her. Madini is meant to be
taking the goats out to pasture, but…it seems it’s later in the day
than Mkali knew. She leans against the smooth solidity of Madini’s
frame, feeling the coolness of her joints.

Come. I have water. Mkali feels
fingertips against her chin, tilting her face up. What Madini
feels—if Madini feels anything at all—it is impossible to say, and
Mkali has wondered, when she has time to do so, how one speaks of
love to a thing, if it can even be done. But the way in which
Madini touches her now is new; that, she is sure, she is not
imagining. Madini tilts her chin up and leans in, presses their
mouths together, and water flows through their lips, cool and
sweet. Mkali drinks, slides her hands up over Madini’s shoulders
and drinks, moans softly and drinks until she feels her belly
swelling and she’s gasping for breath, her bare arms lightly beaded
with sweat and the flies drinking their fill.
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Mkali is about to leave the village in the last of
the daylight when they come for her. It’s not entirely
unexpected—part of her has been waiting for this, she realizes now,
and so there is a sense of relief, because at least now she can
face it squarely.

But more than that, over and on top of and
crushing down the relief, there is terror. And this time there’s no
mistaking it for love.

Two men flank her before she can do anything,
taking her by the arms and hauling her backward. At some
point—she’s not sure when, but it must have happened quickly—a
crowd has gathered. She is dragged around to face them, their angry
faces, their muttering. Some of them she has known since she was
small. Some of them helped to rebuild her house. She sees fires
burning in some of their hands; torches, smoking into the
thickening night.

“No,” she says, and they drown out the word.
She hears it in snatches, fragments, barely coherent but coherent
enough. Why should you have it? What are you doing with it?
We’ve heard things. What is it, anyway? Looks like a person but
isn’t. Unnatural. Perversion. Cursed thing. How could you? We’ll
fix it. We’ll fix you.

“No!” Louder, a cry, a scream of denial, like
the word has enough force behind it to push back what’s happening,
but when the wall of night descended, flaming, upon her and her
siblings, she wasn’t able to push it back with words, and she
doesn’t really expect to be able to do so now. She struggles,
pulling so hard in the grip of her captors that she half expects
her arms to come free from their sockets; she sees a gleam in the
twilight, the soft light of glowing eyes, and, horrified, she
begins to understand what they mean to do.

Mkali? Madini is being pulled forward
like her, but placidly trying to keep up with the tugging hands
that drag her along. She is looking around, her artificial face
blank. If she can be said to have any expression at all, it is one
of confusion. What is happening? I do not know what they want
from me.

Of course not. And of course Madini would try
to discover what it might be, to please them. She was built to
serve, after all.

“Let her go!” Mkali turns to one man and then
the other, to the assembled crowd with their fires and their angry
faces, and Mkali is a proud woman but Mkali is not above pleading.
“Please…. She’s done nothing wrong, she was just given to me to
help…. I didn’t even ask for her!” and there, the words turning
back on her like a snake, inches away from outright denial. She
wonders if she might now hear three harsh crows of a cock. She
meets Madini’s eyes, that soft light, and she has never felt so
small and useless.

“It’s not right,” says an old man—he seems to
be the ringleader, though Mkali finds that she does not know him,
that his face is strange to her. “We have heard from people who
have seen you with…that thing. It’s not right that it was given to
you. They put these things in among us, and they only bring
trouble.” He turns back to the crowd and lifts a hand. “Give it to
the fire!”

Mkali screams. There are no words this time,
but the words behind the scream are not again. She jerks her
body, one huge, hysterical spasm, and one arm pulls free and then
the other, and she’s charging forward, her eyes blind with tears,
and she should be thinking of Kani and Buqisi, she knows, and how
she must stay alive for them, for the future she sees for them, but
all she can see is Madini, her eyes, her soft face, and the
vanishing of it from her life. So much taken. Too much. She reaches
the men holding Madini and throws herself at them—but she never
touches them. She is in Madini’s arms, Madini having somehow pulled
herself free with utter ease—was she even trying, before? She has
always been very strong.

Come, Madini says, her voice lilting
terrible music. It is not safe here for you. And they’re
running together, flesh clasped around metal, the night closing
around them, angry shouts behind and the pounding of chasing feet,
back through the village and toward the short road that leads to
her house.

Mkali sees the turning rush coming to head
them off, too late to do anything about it. Nevertheless, she
turns, they turn together, trying to head away, running headlong
into another group of them. Mkali lowers her head and charges
through; she sees a flash of fire as she knocks back two people
carrying torches, a spin and whirl of lights and darkness, and she
trips and is caught around the waist and hauled down. She’s
screaming, again without words, looking wildly around for
Madini—and the crowd falls silent. There is a crackling sound. An
acrid smell. Smoke. Mkali at last sees where they are.

Torches have fallen against the school, and
it is on fire. Night thickens.

They all stand, watching the roof catch. For
the moment, no one can think to be angry. The day is over and the
school is empty—but it stands in everyone’s mind as a place for the
children, the ones who can be spared to go, reaching up beyond
themselves and held aloft by exhausted, desperately hoping men and
women. Now it is aflame. Buqisi and Kani’s future, the world
they’ll see. Mkali lets out one more wordless cry, and then the
night itself seems to strangle her. She slumps, falls silent
again.

Do not worry. Madini steps forward and
no one tries to stop her. Her voice is rising like a song over the
growing roar of the fire. Her squat, powerful body and graceful
limbs are a living shadow against the flames. She opens her mouth,
and water jets from her with astonishing force, spraying over the
roof, hissing into steam—but some of the flames die back.

“The well!” Mkali struggles to her feet,
turning to the sea of shocked faces. “Go to the well! My well!
Bring buckets!” Not my well, she thinks, half a prayer, a
prayer to a thing she no longer dares to believe in, but she sends
it out into the darkness with a hope that it will be heard
nonetheless. Not my well any longer if we live through this
night, and not my helper alone, if she agrees. But already, a
line of running figures is hurrying away down the road, some
carrying pails and pans, others crying direction and encouragement.
Madini turns to follow them, but for the briefest of moments she
stands against the fire, steaming, her body glistening and deep
honey-gold.

All will be well, Mkali—my
darling—All will be well.

•

Mkali is a proud woman, but she has never in her
life been too proud to work, and now she sets down her bundle of
cornmeal, carried from Gulu, and wipes the sweat from her face with
the corner of her scarf. One of the village women comes to take it
from her with a smile and carries it away, but not before handing
her a tin cup of cool water.

Mkali sits in the shade of one of the houses,
drinks, takes her breath and her time. Across the dusty road,
Madini’s joints shine in the sunlight as she leans over to patch
another spot on the school roof. A man hands her some thatching,
smiles at her. A little hesitant, a little unsure, but genuine.
Madini nods. Soon the school will look like before, better than
before. Madini has said she will also assist in the building of
some new desks.

“Come down and rest,” Mkali calls. Madini
turns to her, cocks her smooth head.

I do not need to rest.

“Come down here for me, then,” Mkali calls,
softer, and she feels that this might be too bold, and she
worries…but she pushes it back. All of it, back. Life is far too
short and far too fragile, to be anything but bold.

Madini comes down, crosses the track, sits
beside her. Mkali takes the cool, rounded metal of Madini’s hand in
hers, and Madini immediately squeezes it. It feels very real. It
feels very human. And Mkali thinks, as she watches Buqisi and Kani
running with the other children around the side of the schoolhouse,
that the air around her has never felt so light.

•
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After the Collapse and the Great Reboot, Lila moved
into the city and opened a barbershop.

Great things were happening in the city:
spaceports and condominiums and public works projects outlined
their soon-to-be-erected monuments to great men and women and
superior city living in holographic glows. Angels patrolled the
sky, resplendent with metal wings that sparkled in the sun when
they banked for a turn. Everyone seemed to be full of exciting
plans for the future, but Lila came from a long line of barbers and
her humble shop only seemed fitting. She called the shop The Lion’s
Mane, because there were lions, once.

At first she only had a trickle of customers.
After all, they had machines for what she did, now—cunning booths
that let you try a hundred different cuts and styles on their
screens until you settled on just the one for you, then produced it
on your head in a flurry of laser-precise snicking. The
booths even had presets for a wide selection of celebrities, for
when you cared enough to imitate the very best. Only those too
wealthy or old-fashioned to submit to the booths’ impersonality, or
too poor to live in a neighborhood that had them, bothered with the
time and expense of a human barber.

Soon enough, though, as she cut and styled
the neighborhood’s tradesmen and women, her hands began to regain a
little of the strength she had lost in her years of hiding and
fleeing from one place after another, and she could feel the old
magic returning. Word then spread, and her appointment app began to
fill up with trims and foils and updos. If any of her customers
noticed a certain lassitude filling them as she chattered and
clipped, they chalked it up to the relaxing sensation of having
their hair washed for them. And at any rate, it all grew back.

“It’s so much more tiring than the
booth,” a middle-aged woman said to her companion, as she wrote a
check for a modest amount (plus tip). She patted her hair with limp
satisfaction. “But it’s worth every minute.”

“Come back soon,” Lila said cheerily.

When closing time came (early, because it was
Sunday, and she had obligatory services to attend like everyone
else), she swept the day’s clippings into black garbage bags and
carried them into the cellar, where they joined the modest pile at
the back. She smiled at the sight of them, lifting up onto her toes
and bouncing, experimentally. Then she went out to do her errands
before services.

•

On the way home, she made sure to stop and say hello
to Wylie. Wylie was a homeless man who slept on the stoop three
doors down from her own. He had been there as long as anyone could
remember, and it was rumored that he’d had some kind of run-in with
the Angels. Lila could feel the strength in him, both like and
unlike her own, and knew him for a sorcerer or a magus of some
sort. The Angels didn’t suffer witches; they made the witches
suffer instead, and something had brought Wylie to their attention.
Whatever they’d done to him, it hadn’t cut away his strength, but
it had left him too little mind to do anything with it. Lila tried
to make sure he had enough to eat and a warm place to sleep,
because of that near-family feeling as much as her own fear of the
Angels.

This morning Wylie was more active than
usual, rocking back and forth and muttering to himself. She bent
and placed a few coins in his cup.

He straightened suddenly at the rattle.
“Witch-woman!” he shouted, and she flinched, looking around to see
who might have heard before remembering that no one took any notice
of Wylie.

“I’m not a witch,” she told him for the third
or fourth time. None of her line were, even if the Angels wouldn’t
appreciate the differences.

He glared at her with yellow-hazel eyes.
“Flashes in the sky,” he muttered. Then he looked up and seemed to
see her for the first time. “Lions around you,” he offered, in an
almost conciliatory tone.

Lila gasped. She dreamed of lions, sometimes,
but she’d never told anyone. “Lions? Do they…” Her voice dropped as
she realized she was questioning a madman about her own dreams. “Do
they…lie down for me?”

Wylie didn’t answer for a long time.
“Lasers,” he said at last, looking sadly at her feet. He looked up
at her face again, and his own face contorted with pain. “Laser
eyes!” he shrieked, pedaling backwards with his feet until he hit
the wall, then scrabbling on the ground with his hands. “Laser
eyes! Laser —”

Lila backed away slowly and hurried down the
street. As she rounded the corner, she could still hear Wylie
screaming, “Witch-woman! Laser eyes!”

•

A woman stood outside when she came up from stowing
away the results of her errands in the cellar.

“I was hoping to get a haircut,” the woman
said, her hand stealing up to pat at her shoulder-length red hair.
She looked strong and uncertain in a pretty sort of way that left
Lila completely tongue-tied. “Are you Lila?”

Lila came up the last few steps and closed
the cellar doors, glancing behind herself nervously. “Yes,” she
said, “but we closed at—” Her throat closed at the disappointed
look the woman gave her, and she couldn’t continue.

A hand rested on her arm; she stared at it
mutely, and swallowed. The woman smiled. “My name is Rebecca,” she
said. “I’d like to cut it short, if you can help me.”

With an effort, Lila tore her eyes away from
the hand on her wrist. It hadn’t budged. She cleared her throat and
her gaze locked with amused brown eyes. “Why don’t I make some
coffee and we’ll talk about it?” she said.

•

Coffee became regular and turned into brunch on
Sundays. Lila started jumping at shadows, found herself distracted
at key moments by mental images of the two of them necking on a
bench in the park, and generally couldn’t get thoughts of Rebecca
out of her head. Rebecca drove her mad with little touches—a hand
brushing the hair out of Lila’s face, a head resting momentarily on
her shoulder—but never quite crossed the line, and Lila didn’t know
how to cross it herself. In the meantime she cut hair and grew
strong. She never did cut Rebecca’s hair, though, no matter how
many times Rebecca asked.

“Not now,” she said, glancing up at the
skies. A glint of metal answered her look. “Your hair is so
beautiful like this, why do you want to cut it?”

Daring greatly, she reached out and stroked
it, letting the ends run through her fingertips.

She closed her eyes when Rebecca said, yet
again, “I just want to know when you’re going to work your magic on
me.”

Never, she thought, and felt her lips
smile, falsely.

“Sometime soon,” she said.
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“You haven’t been here that long, have you? In the
city.” Rebecca eyed her.

“What gave me away?” Lila kept her tone
light, but questions about her past always made her tense. It
wasn’t that far from “where did you…?” to “what did you…?” and “how
are you able to…?” And not long after that usually came the
pitchforks. She didn’t understand what got them so upset. It all
grew back, after all, unlike what some of her other family members
did. But in the end, it always came back to pitchforks.

Rebecca didn’t give any sign that she noticed
Lila’s sudden tension. “Little things, mostly…like the way you
flinched when I mentioned the Angels just now.”

She tried, unsuccessfully, to keep from
flinching again. Thou shalt not suffer a witch… She forced a
little laugh. “City people don’t find them a little frightening?
The wings, the laser eyes, and, well, everything?”

“Why should we? The Angels protect our city,”
Rebecca said, her chin coming up stubbornly.

“But what if they decide you’re what the city
needs protecting against?”

Rebecca frowned. “What do you mean? The
Angels defend against intruders.”

“I’ve heard things,” Lila said, struggling to
keep her voice from shaking. “People rounded up, dragged out of
their homes in the dead of night, things like that.”

“We defend the city from all threats,”
Rebecca said steadily.

Lila, for her part, choked on her coffee.

Rebecca leapt to her feet and came around the
kitchen table to pound on Lila’s back as she coughed. Her hand
stayed on Lila’s back, warm and heavy, as Lila managed to get
enough breath to wheeze out, “We?”

“I’m one.” Rebecca’s tone was casual, but
there was an undercurrent of worry just beneath the surface of the
words. Her hand lifted off Lila’s back for a moment, leaving the
spot where it had lain cold. After a second it dropped down again,
stroking almost defiantly over her shoulders.

Lila shivered and closed her eyes, desire and
fear warring inside her. After a long moment, she felt in control
enough of her voice to say, with false cheer, “So you don’t suffer
witches, then?”

“Don’t be silly,” Rebecca laughed. “There’s
no such thing as witches. It’s just an old superstition, from back
before the Collapse, even. Besides,” her voice dropped, becoming
something more intimate, caressing, “you must have cast some sort
of spell on me, and I haven’t arrested you yet.” Her fingertips
traced up the side of Lila’s neck and into her hair, making Lila
shiver again.

Lila swallowed, hard. “Are you making a pass
at me?” she managed to ask at last.

Rebecca laughed again, a sound that tinkled
like the door to Lila’s shop. “Only because you didn’t make one
about, oh, three weeks ago,” she said, bending to whisper the last
words in Lila’s ear before dipping her head to kiss along Lila’s
jawline to the corner of her mouth. She hovered there, nearly but
not quite touching her lips to Lila’s, as if waiting for
permission.

Lila turned her head sharply, bringing their
mouths together. She heard Rebecca give a small, muffled chuckle
before they were too busy kissing for anything else.

•

“Good morning,” Lila said to Wylie. He
ignored her. She dropped some money in his cup, as usual.

“Flashy in the sunlight. Flash like wings.”
He looked up at her. “You be careful, girl. She’s a flashy
one.”

“What do you mean?” Lila asked.

He shook his head irritably. “Blood will
out,” he said. “Her kind will be coming for me soon, mark my
words.”

“Whose kind? Wylie, who’s coming for you?”
Lila asked, knowing the answer.

“I give you my power willingly.” He gave her
an oddly proud look, and then lapsed back into muttering. Lila
backed away before he could start screaming again.

•

That night Lila dreamed of lions and Rebecca. She
was surrounded by the beasts in a little clearing, and Rebecca was
looking on, terrified. “Lila, come away,” she called. “You’ll get
hurt.”

Lila ignored her and went on shearing the
lions’ manes. Golden hair piled up in her lap as lion after lion
lay down before her to be shorn, and she felt herself fill up with
power until she was shifting in her seat, barely able to contain it
all. As she finished with each lion, he moved a short distance away
and went to sleep. Rebecca began to weep, quietly, but Lila went on
ignoring her, although inside she was screaming with the need to go
and comfort Rebecca.

The last lion approached, but instead of
lying down to be shorn, he roared in Lila’s face. Rebecca screamed
and the lion turned around, saw her, and crouched to spring. “No!”
Lila screamed as it pounced, and lasers began spearing down out of
the sky.
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“Laser eyes and all, huh?” They were lying in Lila’s
bed above the shop, letting the afternoon breeze dry the slickness
of their lovemaking.

Rebecca snorted. “They’re not actually our
eyes,” she said. “Though we do control them that way.
They’re attached to our helmets, like this”—she wiggled her fingers
at the sides of her head like antennae—“and the helmet tracks where
we’re looking and fires if we squeeze our eyes the right way. Tons
better than aiming by hand.”

“Plus it’s really scary, right?” Lila
teased.

Rebecca nodded matter-of-factly. “Plus it
scares people.”

•

When her basement was nearly full, she took to
flying around the city at night. She took care to keep low and out
of restricted airspaces. There were Angels everywhere in the skies
these days, with metal wings that glinted in the moonlight. If you
were a descendant of Lila’s line you did best to stay beneath their
notice.

She flew over the zoo nearly every time,
buzzing low over the empty lion habitat. She thought she’d like to
try her hand at trimming a lion’s mane, and remembered the feel of
it in her dreams, rough and strong under her scissors. She pictured
the awe on the onlooker’s faces as she finished, and the lion went
to sleep at her feet. But she never saw any lions.

•

“What did you want to be when you grew up?”

“An Angel,” Rebecca said promptly. “What
about you?”

Lila thought for a long time. She supposed
she could have been nearly anything. Her aunt Maxine cut off
people’s destinies with their hair. She was the Queen of Las Vegas
these days, and while she didn’t see many clients anymore, she
would have had a spare dream or three tucked away for a favorite
niece. But Lila had never wanted to be a princess, or rich, or
famous. She just wanted to fly. “A barber,” she said at last. At
least she didn’t have to keep each client’s hair separate, like
Maxine did. What a bother.

Rebecca laughed delightedly, a tinkling sound
that Lila thought she could listen to forever. “So we’re both
living the dream, aren’t we?”

“For now,” Lila said pensively. That morning,
when she’d gone past his usual corner, Wylie had been gone. Only
his cup lay there on its side, the sole testament to the fact that
he’d existed at all.
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“There’s something you’re not telling me,” Rebecca
said, pulling away from their comfortable Sunday afternoon embrace
on the park bench. Not nearly so many old ladies sniffed as they
passed as Lila had imagined. “You’ve been tense for days. What’s
going on?”

Lila considered her words carefully before
she spoke. She hadn’t been able to fly for a week now, because
patrols of Angels had been over her house every time she considered
it. The feeds didn’t suggest any reason why they might be in her
neighborhood, other than the obvious, so she was lying low, not
taking more than her hands absolutely demanded of her when she cut
hair.

It hurt to give up flight, though, when she’d
been so long grounded, and she resented the need. If only the
Angels would see that she was essentially harmless. Her ultimate
grandmother’s traits had bred true, and everything she cut grew
back. But the city had its rules, and under them she was a witch,
and not to be suffered.

“It’s nothing, really,” she said at last,
when Rebecca gave her a quizzical look. “It’s just—my rent went up
last week, and I’m not sure how everything will shake out.”

“That’s terrible!” Rebecca opened her mouth
to speak again, but stopped, an odd expression on her face. Lila
could hear a faint buzzing as Rebecca dug a phone out of her purse.
“Dammit—I wasn’t supposed to have to go in today—” she
muttered.

Lila laughed bitterly. So today was the day
that they’d come for her.

“Lila…?” Rebecca said uncertainly.

She forced herself to give a smile that she
knew looked false. “It’s nothing. Go ahead—if you’ve got to go,
you’ve got to go.” She bared her teeth even wider in a parody of
cheer. “We’ll catch up another time.”

Rebecca gave her a haunted look. “I never—I
have to go,” she said urgently, holding up the phone. “They’ll be
wondering—”

Lila barely had an instant to register
Rebecca’s weight shifting and then her arms were full of her, warm
mouth soft and slightly open on her lips. She kissed back,
desperately, hardly able to believe that this was happening. Not
so soon, she thought.

“I love you,” Rebecca said, slightly muffled
against her mouth. “I’m sorry, I have to—” and then she was pulling
back, and then she was gone, sprinting towards the nearest transit
stop.

A few minutes later, Lila realized she was
standing outside her own front door in a daze, one hand on her
lips. She gave herself a shake and hurried inside.
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She saw them coming an hour before they got to her
shop. She had that much strength and more, these days. She didn’t
run, though. She was done with running. She sat in her kitchen and
waited for the Angels and their laser eyes.

A sudden banging came at her door, and she
started. The Angels wouldn’t knock—they’d just come in. Thinking it
was an unexpected customer, she went to warn them off. The words
died on her lips when she saw Rebecca standing there.

It was the first time she’d ever seen Rebecca
in her Angel suit. Her wings were resplendent in the sunlight,
nearly blinding as they caught and reflected the beams. Lila could
see at the sides of her helmet where the lasers would emerge to
burn their way through obstacles—or wrongdoers. Lila supposed she
was a wrongdoer. She took a deep breath, although she didn’t know
what to say.

“We have to go,” Rebecca said. Her face was
white and drawn. “Lila, they’re coming, we have to—”

It only took a second to regain her
equilibrium. Not a wrongdoer after all. She smiled, and felt as
though she might burst. “I’m staying here,” she said gently. “I’m
tired of running.”

Rebecca stared at her. “But it’s not true,”
she said. “You’re not a witch, they’ve just got it wrong. We have
to run, until we can prove to them that you’re not.”

Gingerly, she reached out and took Rebecca’s
hand. “Do you even know how much I love you?” she asked. Rebecca
just looked confused. Lila could see the Angel formation
approaching in the distance. “Follow me, if you can,” she said, and
took off .

For a moment she flew alone; then she heard
Rebecca’s burners kick in, and she caught up, calling Lila’s
name.

They flew alongside each other in silence for
a while, leaving the residential neighborhoods for the park. “It’s
true, isn’t it,” Rebecca said after a few minutes. “You are
a witch.” She didn’t peel away, though, and Lila took that as a
good sign.

“We don’t call ourselves that,” she said. “It
isn’t magic, exactly. It’s just a family tradition.”

She felt the air underneath her grow less
supporting, and she dipped alarmingly. “Lila!” Rebecca shouted as
she fell.

At the last second Lila managed to pull
herself out of the dive, and she knew the Angels had found her
basement, were dragging the garbage bags out and into the light,
setting them afire with lasers that weren’t their eyes. “We have to
land soon,” she called. Rebecca had pulled ahead, but somehow Lila
knew that her dip was agreement and not fatigue. Soon they were
landing in a clearing.

The first thing Lila did was take stock of
her surroundings. The high fences gave her pause, but then she
realized where they were—it was the empty lion cage at the zoo.

Only it wasn’t empty. A lion paced the
confines of the cage, watching them with his yellow-hazel eyes.

“Lila,” Rebecca said with alarm. “I don’t
have much more power—”

Lila bounced on her toes a little, catching
the lion’s attention for a moment. Nothing happened. “I’ve got
none,” Lila said, stepping forward to stand in front of Rebecca.
She dipped one hand into her apron pocket, gripping her shears
tightly, although she didn’t take them out. At least she’d make the
beast pay for their lives.

The lion stalked closer, and then did
something inconceivable: he lay down in front of her,
quiescent.

Rebecca gasped behind her. Unbelieving, Lila
bent slowly to run a hand through his mane. She felt a strength in
the lion that was both unexpected and familiar. “Wylie?” she
breathed. The lion turned his head slightly, rubbing his mane
against her hand.

Was it even possible? Lila didn’t know. Wylie
had had power, but this was unlike anything she’d ever heard of.
No time, she thought. She turned back to Rebecca. “It’s OK,”
she said. “I think it’s OK.”

The lion made a strange groaning sound in his
throat, and nudged his nose at her apron pocket. Only long practice
at hiding her emotions kept Lila still. The lion nosed her
insistently until she removed the shears from her pocket, then
nuzzled them.

She cast a wary eye at the sky. The glint of
Angels’ wings was closing in. “Do you want a haircut?” she asked
the lion, feeling inane. She ran her hand through his mane again.
He was so strong…

At her words, the lion lay quiet again,
turning his head so that she could easily reach his mane. Scarcely
daring to breathe, she grasped the coarse hair in one hand, brought
the shears forward, and began to clip.

Strength like nothing she had ever felt
flooded her as the golden locks fell around the great head. She
knew she could fly again, suddenly, but she kept on snipping until
the mane lay on the ground and she hummed with strength.

“Lila,” Rebecca said again, uncertainly.

“Sssh,” Lila hushed her. “Come here.” She
held out her hand, peremptorily, not paying any attention to the
propriety of it. The glints of metal in the sky were getting
closer. Rebecca took her hand, but still stood apart, so she drew
her closer. “Come on, love.” She took Rebecca’s hand, placed it on
the lion’s head. Rebecca gasped, but stroked the shorn head gently.
“You poor thing,” she breathed.

“He gave me his power willingly,” Lila said
softly, still awed by the lion’s gift. “It’s even stronger for
that.” Holding tight to Rebecca’s hand, she summoned all her
strength. “It’s time to go, love—are you ready?”

Rebecca smiled, and it nearly broke Lila’s
heart. “Of course I am,” she said.

Together, they sprang into the air. Rebecca
folded her useless wings with a shrug of her shoulders as they
cleared the cage and headed west. Lila blinked and used her free
hand to shade her eyes as they flew into the late afternoon sun.
The first of the lasers speared the air just behind them.

“Stop immediately or you will be brought
down,” a man’s voice called out behind them. “Rebecca Clifton, you
are wanted for aiding and abetting the flight of a witch from God’s
justice.”

“We’re not going fast enough,” Rebecca
said.

“Stop immediately,” the voice repeated. “This
is your final warning.”

Lila reached deep, pulling power for a new
burst of speed. She wasn’t used to carrying two, and it took more
than she thought it would. “Hold on,” she shouted to Rebecca over
the wind. She felt Rebecca squeeze her hand in response.

Behind them, the voice called, “Fire at
will.” The lasers ripped through the air.

The most uncanny thing about the chase was
its near-complete silence. Lila could hear her own harsh breathing
over the howl of air rushing past them, but the lasers made no
sound. Only the occasional flash of light betrayed their
existence.

Suddenly, Rebecca gave a cry, and her hand
slipped slightly in Lila’s.

“Rebecca!” Lila shouted. She clutched at
Rebecca’s hand, but it continued to slip. Twisting desperately, she
brought her other hand around, locking it on Rebecca’s wrist,
holding her up.

They listed wildly in the air, losing speed
with every second, and Lila fought to right them. She had no idea
how badly Rebecca was hurt. Her chest ached with the need to stop
and find out. Instead, she screwed her eyes shut, reaching as far
as she could into her reserves. Energy coursed through her and they
flew even faster. At last, Lila felt Rebecca flex her fingers
against her own, in the first sign of life since she’d been
hit.

Lila risked a glance over her shoulder. The
Angels were falling behind, their lasers no longer in range. It
wasn’t a moment too soon—she felt herself burning through the power
the lion had gifted her too fast.

At last, they came to the outskirts of the
city, and the Angels gave up the chase. Lila didn’t stop flying,
although she did slow down a little.

“Rebecca,” she called over the wind. “Are you
all right? Do you need to stop?”

“It’s OK,” Rebecca gasped after a second. “My
armor deflected it, but it scared me.”

Lila felt a smile spread over her face. They
were going to make it. “Where to, love?” she asked.

•

After the chase, and the flight, Lila and Rebecca
settled in a new city, where there were no Angels, and opened a
barbershop. Soon they had built up Lila’s clientele, and Lila’s
strength grew again.

They called the shop The Lion’s Mane, and
when anyone asked why, Rebecca smiled and said, “There was a lion,
once.”

•
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Don’t they often say that the way to hell is paved
with good intentions?

So it was for me, or perhaps to say that I
cannot see a better reason for me to be so careless with something
I knew I had to hide, not least when I knew that the mistress of
the house would shortly be home.

Though perhaps in my defense I might say that
I could never have known she would return exactly at the moment I
was bent over a bucket of water long gone cold, warming it with my
words and my hands, rather than the large fire in the corner. Had
I, I may perhaps have taken greater care, and though my place would
likely still have come to an abrupt end, it would possibly not have
done so in a way which led to me running through the streets of
London without anything but the clothes on my back, followed by her
butler.

And in the rain, no less, as though I truly
need more than my haphazard dash, or the butler of the house
shouting after me, to draw eyes to me. I shudder to think of my
mother’s reaction, though in truth, her reaction to my carelessness
would likely be far worse were she to hear of it, God forbid.

I duck between two rows of houses, mud
splashing up, cold over my bare legs and my leaking shoes, but I
know this area well after two years of living close by, well enough
to know where I’m going and even, possibly, to outrun my
pursuer.

My clothes are plastered to my skin with the
rain water, my hair likewise, the weight of the water at least
holding it back from my face, though this is a small comfort.
Though it may be high summer, and warm with it, my clothes are
hardly suitable for weather such as this, and my clammy skin is
making it all the worse.

Behind me, I hear voices, commotion,
footsteps. I don’t dare look to see if they’re after me, not when
my swiftly chosen destination is so close. If I can make it behind
a closed door, I’ll be safe, at least for a day or two. Maybe
longer; I doubt my mistress, or my master on his return, will
choose to raise much public notice of why I no longer work for
them, nor put so very much time into punishing me for my
misdeeds.

The door I want is propped open with a wooden
stool, upon which I bang my shin as I try to arrange my chilled
legs to jump over it, and so I make my entrance in a tumble of damp
clothes, damp hair, and flailing limbs, finally coming to a halt on
my knees in the middle of the floor.

Fortunately for the small scraps of dignity
remaining with me, there is only one occupant in the room, the one
I’ve come looking for.

“Dorothy!” he says, leaping to his feet from
his desk. “Whatever—”

I hush him, scrambling to tuck myself against
the wall where I might be less easily seen by anyone looking in.
“I’m well,” I lie, pushing my hair back, disgusted at the way the
tangled curls catch against my fingers. “Last time you were at the
house, you said there would soon be ships leaving port.”

George lays his pen down and brings me a
towel, not quite so thick as those in my last house, but still good
for all that. Being so well thought of for a scribe in these parts
has done much for George’s income, though he remains little more
than ten years from my age. It has at least been enough to help him
conceal his own secret, so much like mine that I recognized it in
him as he did in me. “I suppose it would likely be best not to ask
why you feel a sudden need to leave the country, as though I cannot
make a good guess,” he says dryly as I apply the towel to my hair,
then roughly to my face and arms, trying to bring some warmth
back.

Outside, there is little sign of pursuit,
though the continuing rainfall would make it difficult to hear from
inside the house.

“Better not to know more,” I tell him. “I
will join the crew, or failing that, stow away until we’re too far
gone from shore for them to do anything but keep me.”

“Or walk you over the side of the ship,”
George suggests. “Or did you fail to notice your general
womanliness?”

“Not so very much,” I assure George. “That’s
why I’ve come to you.”

I make, it transpires, a passing good boy,
though George’s clothes are a little too large for me, requiring
the trousers to be turned up a number of times and the boots to be
stuffed at the toes, pulled tight around my ankles. With my hair
rough cut to my shoulders, my shape disguised between my lack of
curves and the looseness of the clothes, I look several years
younger than I truly am. Not so well as I would were either of us
to use our skills to turn me completely, but then, I do not wish to
be turned forever, only for long enough to go unnoticed.

“It will serve you well,” George says,
surveying his work. “Far easier to explain your voice, then.”

He may have spoken more truly than he
realized, I think, standing at the dock and looking up, up at the
imposing wooden ship currently moored there, on which I hope to
make my way when it sails the next morning. Although the dock is
once more crowded, the rain having come to a halt and left behind a
sun so strong it seems to burn away the last of the puddles, no one
pays me terribly much mind where I stand in the shadow of the
harbor wall. So very different from being a woman, too low class to
be politely led away, but not low class enough for the worst of the
suggestions made to most women who frequent the harbors.

It is not so hard to imagine taking one of
those women to bed, but for the trouble of them revealing truths I
would prefer to keep hidden.

There are a number of men working on and
around the boat, hauling supplies on board, and with the day edging
ever closer to its end, it surely cannot be long before they leave
for their evening meal. My first choice would not be to stow away;
it will be now or never.

“Hello, there,” I say, stepping from the
shadows and approaching the nearest, trying to lower my voice to
something more masculine.

A man steps back from a crate—a large man,
red haired and tanned, old enough to be my father, possibly even my
grandfather—and looks me over from head to toe. When he looks back
to my face, he seems less than impressed. “If you’re looking for
your father, I’d say he ain’t here.”

“I’m not.” My father is long dead and buried,
enough of a reason for me to have come to London three years ago.
Now is not the time to think of him, nor of my mother, waiting at
home for my weekly letter. “I’m looking for work. On the ship.”

Another look. Compared to his, my
clothes—George’s clothes—look terribly well made, too well made for
this life.

“There was—some trouble,” I go on, creating
the tale as I go, “with a woman and her husband, and now I must
leave the city, most urgently. I’m used to hard work. I can cook. I
can clean.”

He looks me over again, and I wonder if he
sees the truth behind my clothes, my hair. Though I’ve never had
features so very womanly, I would not have said that I have
features so terribly masculine, either. “We sail in the morning and
we’ve a full crew,” he says, but perhaps I look desperate, because
he goes on. “But who knows how many of them will be too much in
their cups come morning?” I wait and try not to look either too
desperate or not enough. “You’ll have to earn your keep,” he tells
me, firmly. “And it’s to be a long journey, to the Americas on the
open seas.”

“A long journey suits me quite well,” I tell
him. “And I said I’m not afraid to work.”

He nods, slowly. “Aye, then. What’s your
name, lad?”

“Daniel,” I tell him, and from that day on, I
am.

•

Francis Drake is captain of this fleet, they tell
me. Queen Elizabeth’s man, or one of them, sailing for the Americas
to bring the Spanish Main under control of good Protestant
Englishmen, take it back from traitorous Spanish Catholics. Who am
I to say otherwise, though I have heard Drake’s name before. One
who carries a letter of marque on his ships has license for that
which would otherwise have him and all aboard hanged.

My place is not to question but to do as I am
told, and in those first few days at sea, I am told so very many
things that I half forget I am at sea, so little time do I have to
appreciate it, or even on some days to see it. The hectic length of
my day is something to be grateful for, however, to keep me from
dwelling over much on all that I am leaving behind, now it is too
late to return to it.

I live, of course, with the other sailors:
all men, or at least all passing for men as well as I. I believe,
after a little more than a week at sea, that I am one of two women
on board, though she—Jonas, as she calls herself—keeps her disguise
as I do. Keeps her distance too, which seems to me to be wise;
where one might pass easily, two would draw too much suspicion, and
so I have little to do with her.

Instead, I study the other men, trying to
seem more like them, or at least more like those who are like me at
the start: the quiet ones, the shy ones, those who speak little of
women and are not so much given to brawling across the crew’s
quarters for the slightest reason.

Though my choice may be driven, a little, by
the way that the quieter, shyer boys are not the ones who lie
together at night, keeping all of us awake in their passion. There
are many ways to hide many things, though many of them are not ways
that I would choose, or use in anything but the direst of straits.
But there are some circumstances in which there is no way to keep a
secret, and I have no desire to try to swim for land, so far away
from any.

Life swiftly becomes routine, and if I am
keeping a secret beyond that of my sex, well, it has been many
years since I lived without the keeping of that secret.

•

Of course, in the end, there are few secrets that do
not come out. In my case, perhaps I am lucky that it is only one of
my secrets which I am forced to reveal.

Though I say it was the death of my father
that led me to seek something more in London than I could have for
my family in the small village where I grew up, that would perhaps
not be the truth, or at least not the whole of the truth. A better
part of the truth might be that, when I wished, in a damp spring
that threatened the crops or a heat wave that did likewise, for a
change in the weather, my wish was granted. That ever since I was a
child, I had only to want something for it to come to me, and if I
was frightened of the darkness, I could make a light without candle
or tinder.

The only wish I ever made that was not
granted to me was for my father to stay with me, because what world
is there which can bear that kind of imbalance, give me what I
wanted without taking the same from someone else? For all that I
wished it, perhaps it was better for my gift—for I did see it as a
gift, though my mother saw it, when she spoke of it at all, which
was rarely, as a curse—to fail me then. Perhaps I wished for the
failure as much as for the success.

What I had was more than a healer’s art, more
than a traveler’s trick, a secret I knew to keep from almost the
moment I knew that I had it, and where better to try to keep it
than London, the largest city in the country? Where better to keep
it than the Americas, a land so untouched by civilization that
magic still ran free in people’s blood, unhidden? All there was to
do was to make it there, undiscovered.

It was not to be.

The storm comes up from nowhere, or at least
it seems to me, curled in my bunk and lulled into sleep by the
motion of the waves. The first I know of it is when I am flung into
wakefulness and from my bunk, landing in a tumble with several
other sailors.

“What the devil?” someone shouts.

“All hands on deck,” comes what seems like an
answering cry from above, a single lantern swinging wildly with the
pitch of the ship, more violent than anything I have felt since
coming aboard. Above deck, the moon is completely hidden by the
clouds, come up thick and fast while we were all sleeping. The
wind, likewise come from nowhere, seems to whip through my thin
clothes, and men standing next to each other have to shout to be
heard over it. I cling to a mast and watch the waves, not yet so
high that there is any risk of them overcoming our ship, but still
growing toward something that could. The flash of lightning on the
horizon startles me into a shout, which catches the attention of
Jack, standing nearby.

“You’re not here for your health,” he shouts,
his long, dark hair blowing over his face in the wind as he pushes
me away. “Get below, see that everything that can be made secure
is.”

“What’s happening?” I shout back, as though
it is not quite clear, the whole ship rushed into wakefulness.

“Storm’s coming straight for us,” he shouts,
willing as he always is to explain to me that which should be
obvious. “Go on below, make yourself useful.”

It is only thanks to the few seconds’ drop in
the wind that I catch his voice following me: “For all that it will
do for any of us.”

I think to head for our stores but the
surgeon catches my arm before I can. “Daniel, just the lad. Come
along with me, quickly now.” I try to pull away, instinct with so
much temptation laid out in his small rooms, so many souls I could
touch and make better and must not, but he pulls harder, insistent.
“Don’t dawdle.”

“No, sir,” I say, resigned, and follow him,
my arms out to catch my balance as the ship continues to sway.
Surely the storm must be growing stronger, closer, and I long to be
up on deck, to see our fate coming for us.

“What will happen when the storm hits?” I
ask.

Our surgeon loads my arms with bottles,
points me to a trunk in the corner. “Wrap those in cloth, set them
in there. Please God, the captain can outrun it.”

“And if not?” I throw myself to the floor,
fumbling small bottles that try to roll away from me as the ship
rocks.

“Then by God we’d best hope He’s looking out
for us,” the surgeon says, handing me more bottles. “Quickly lad,
we can’t afford for those to be broken, so far from help.”

The ship surges, sudden and wild, the wooden
frame creaking with it, and I cannot swallow down my gasp. Fear
strikes in my heart—I do not wish to die out here, far from home,
consumed by the sea.

Our surgeon clings to the edge of his table
for one more moment, then turns his glare on me. “I said hurry,
we—”

He’s cut off by the thunder of feet on
stairs, the call for a surgeon on deck. He sighs and reaches for
his bag. “Everything breakable, wrap it and secure it away,” he
tells me, and then he’s gone, following the shouts for help up to
the deck. I long to follow, as much as I dreaded being brought in
here, but I have no place there.

I continue at my work, fingers tangling in
haste and fear, trying to hold my balance with the pitch of the
ship, but every time I close my eyes I feel the storm drawing
closer. We will not outrun it, no matter how good our captain.

It is almost without conscious thought that I
lay down the bottles and turn my hands to rest palm up on my knees,
closing my eyes. Knelt where I am, any wild sway will send me
tumbling the length of the room, but there is no better place.

I have wished up many a rainstorm before,
many a storm-filled day for those as needed it. The only hard part
of doing the reverse, wishing away a storm already near arrived, is
in finding the calm space inside that powers my wishing. I think of
the fields behind my mother’s house on a summer’s day, lying hidden
by the long grass with nothing but a cloudless sky above me. I
think of the sea from the bow of our ship, scudding waves and swift
winds driving us on. I think of being held by my mistress’ lady
before she went away, that one perfect moment when the world seemed
to fade, leaving me shuddering and spent.

And then I wish for a giant wind to blow the
storm out to where it cannot touch us, to blow us beyond its path,
into the clear sea, for sight of the moon and stars above us, the
pure reflection below us.

The first dropping away of the storm is like
fire in my veins, a jolt so strong I almost reach out for something
to hold onto, but riding it out is no harder than riding out the
coming of the storm has been. After that, it is easier; my body
begins to sway with the easing motion of the ship, and I hear
myself start to hum, unsure of what the tune is.

When I open my eyes, I feel deeply sated, as
though I have slept for many days and woken to sunshine, the sky
washed clean by a summer storm. I am met by a room full of crew
members staring at me as though I have just torn off my clothes and
revealed myself a woman, so much so that I risk a swift glance to
ensure that I have not.

“What are you?” Jack asks, soft-voiced. I
suspect they already know; why else would they have waited so quiet
for me to emerge from my wishing?

“I wish for something and it comes true,” I
tell him. If there are words for what I am, or what I do, I do not
know them. “A devil,” someone calls from the back of the press of
people, “come on board to charm us all to our deaths.”

A mumble of agreement goes through the
gathered men, but it is Jonas, who has had little to do with me,
hiding as I am, who speaks up. “If he wanted that, why turn the
storm aside? You all saw it happen.”

“Wanted to save his own neck,” the same
person as before says, though he sounds less certain.

My feet are grown numb from so long on my
knees, but I am afraid to try to rise, afraid to return their
attention to me, and so I stay where I am, waiting.

“And if he were a devil, powerful enough to
turn away the storm, I suppose there’s no way he could fly away to
safety also?”

Jonas asks, disgust in his—her—voice. “Be
grateful for all of our lives.”

“Indeed,” comes a voice from behind all those
gathered to watch me perform my secret as though it were nothing.
It is not a voice I hear often, but I recognize it nonetheless as
that of our captain. “I am sure our young warlock will be of great
use to us, upon landfall. More so than any of you standing here
trying him for a crime not committed.”

And, curious as it sometimes is, the
captain’s word is never less than law.

•

That night, Jonas comes to my bed in the dark,
sliding her hands under my shirt and over skin that no one has
touched since before I came on board, cupping my breasts in her
hands and stroking her thumbs over my nipples. “I knew,” she says,
breath warm against my neck. “I knew I was not the only one.”

I turn my head, kiss her deep and long. With
her short hair, she looks more of a boy than I do, but so close
together, I feel her breasts against mine. I long to ask why she is
here, if she, like me, is running with a secret, but when she lifts
her mouth from mine, it is to bite at the skin of my neck as she
pushes her hand between my legs, her fingers inside me.

“You should have seen it,” she tells me. I
clutch at her shoulders as she crooks her fingers, pushes into me,
and wonder how many others are listening to our coupling. “It was
as though God himself reached down to turn the storm aside. Even
without the moon, we watched the clouds break apart.” She pulls her
hand back, pushes into me, again, again, a rhythm I recognize from
many nights lying in the dark, listening to others take their
pleasure together, though surely it cannot be so glorious for them
as this for me.

“I wanted to go to my knees and give thanks,”
she says, the words pressing into my skin as she licks at my nipple
between them, and I cannot control the high gasp that escapes me. I
rock my hips, trying to take her deeper, wanting to urge her on.
“And then I saw you, you who’d saved all of us, and I wanted to do
so much more.”

Her fingers are rough inside me now, fast and
demanding, and I hear my own breath as I pant for it, desperate and
close. “Though it is so much more satisfactory like this,” she
says, and I give up, shuddering and falling apart on her hand,
pleasure washing through me so intensely that I cry out with it, my
back arching and my head snapping back. I am certain I do not
mistake the sound of a grunt of release somewhere else in our small
quarters, which sets me shuddering once more, until I lie spent
beneath her.

“If it is so terribly satisfactory,” I tell
her, releasing her from my arms so I can slide the length of her
body, “I believe it is only fair to allow me the same chance.”

•

Though the revelation of my part in saving all of
our lives fails to lead to me being walked over the side of the
ship as I feared it might, it is not without consequences that I
would not have wished for—the first among these being the way that
all aboard are now so much more aware of my existence than I would
have wished. Even their awareness would not be so much of a
problem, were it not for the additional attention it brings to me,
where before there was little concern shown if I chose not to sit
up late over cards and drink. Instead, now, I am often called to
perform a simple trick—a transformation, a conjuring, even an
occasional healing of some injury deemed too minor for the
surgeon’s hands. Perhaps I should have made my objection sooner,
but I feared, even having been so many days at sea undiscovered,
that any further strange behavior would render me too suspect to
continue to hide, and I was less sanguine about the captain’s
response were I to be revealed for what else I was. Less sanguine
of Jonas’ protection of me if I were, when she too had that to
hide. And perhaps I enjoyed too much the chance to use what I had
within me without fear of discovery, the satisfied feeling it left
me with at the end of a day made hard by our ever-diminishing
rations and the other sailors’ dissatisfaction with yet more days
of endless sea, when they had been promised a chance at great
riches once we made the Spanish Main.

“If he’s so powerful,” Francis, a young
sailor late of Her Majesty’s navy, says one evening, “why not raise
up a wind to carry us to land a little faster?”

“Fool,” Jack says, stealing Francis’ mug and
downing the contents. I stay where I am, tucked in the corner of
the room, half in darkness, watching Jonas as she gambles at cards
and wondering if she will once again come to my bed, as she has on
occasion since the revelation of my secret. “Wouldn’t it blow
everyone else in just so fast?”

“There’s none here but us,” Francis says.
“We’d be there before all others. Think of the treasure we could
find before they came after us.”

“Think of the suspicion raised amongst those
out there,” Jack corrects. “We sail under Her Majesty’s flag, lest
you forget.”

“With license to do as we see fit on
arrival,” Francis says. He’s been too much at the drink, and I half
wish to agree to what he says, if only to calm him. One night of
unnatural speed shouldn’t be too much. “Pirates by law, isn’t
it?”

“Only law for pirates has them hanged as an
example,” Jack tells him. “Privateers in name and pirates in deed,
and no letter from Queen Elizabeth will grant passage for a ship
with a warlock aboard. Drink up, now, and enough of you.”

Late that night, the crew settled into near
silence around me, I climb from my bunk and pick my careful way to
where Jonas lies sprawled in hers, one arm hanging over the side.
Maybe she hears me, or maybe just senses me there. Her eyes open
bright on mine, her mouth curving into a lush smile. She lifts her
blanket, takes my wrist in her hand, and pulls me down, her skin
sleep-warm against my own, even through our clothing.

It has become easy, with time, with practice,
to meet her mouth with my own. She catches my lower lip in her
teeth, a moment of sharp pain that she soothes with the tip of her
tongue, her breath tangy from the herbs she chews like so many of
the others, a taste I’m like to spend the rest of the night licking
from my own mouth.

Her skin beneath her shirt is roughened by
salt water, but her breath still catches when I slide my hands,
callused from weeks of work at sea, over her breasts, my palms
against her nipples. She kisses my neck, sighing a little, and I
shiver, her own arousal causing mine to build as well, the base of
my spine tight with it. She’s unlike any woman before, silent and
strong, her legs wrapped tight around my waist as she slides my
shirt over my head, naked skin against my own sending both of us to
shivering.

“You’re cold,” she murmurs in my ear.

“I was on deck. The night is chilled.”

She rubs her hands up and down my spine, not
so brisk as to be solely for warmth, though I surely feel much
warmer for it.

Jonas kisses me again, her tongue in my
mouth, and gives a small moan when I pull away.

A moment later it becomes a gasp as I slide
between her legs and lick along the inside of her thigh. The gasp
goes higher pitched as I lick inside her, her hands pushing into my
hair, holding my head in place. The motion comes easy, like the
rocking of the ship, my hands on her thighs nudging them a little
more open so I can go deeper inside her.

“Go on,” she murmurs, so low I barely hear
it. When I look up, she’s watching me through lowered lids, eyes
dark, and my own pulse beats hard between my legs. “Go on,
please.”

From then it takes only moments for her to
climax, her hands tightening in my hair in a way that makes me moan
and her shudder again, a circle that seems it may go on
endlessly.

I let my head fall against the curve of her
stomach and she strokes her fingers through my hair, soft with what
I think could be gratitude, or just the after-wash of her own
pleasure. My own pleasure has built so much that I find my hand
sliding between my legs almost without thought, pushing a finger
inside myself. “Shall I?” she asks, and I shake my head, again with
little thought. Her hands in my hair, my own hand inside me…. I
press my mouth to her skin in a shadow of a kiss, trying to keep
the veil of silence that covers us when nothing else comes close to
privacy on a ship.

The pleasure is not so strong as it would be
from her fingers, her mouth, but it washes over me, tumbles me as
the waves would, deep and intense.

“He speaks truth,” I tell Jonas when we are
recovered, hushed in the dark, and I wonder, again, why I never
choose to ask her name, her story, and why she never asks mine.
Perhaps it no longer matters—perhaps I am Daniel as she is Jonas,
as much as Jack or Francis are their own names. Perhaps they are no
more who they say they are than we, when so many rules bend to
breaking point at sea.

“The things I could do….”

“Will you sail with this crew forevermore?”
Jonas asks, her head on my shoulder.

“I plan to make my life in the Americas,” I
tell her, and she sighs.

“As what? Wife to a plantation owner? Whore
to any drunken sailor passing through? Maid in a house so large you
could clean all day and start again the next morning?”

“The last. Such as I did before I left
England.”

Jonas kisses me. “You will not. When the time
comes, you will join me in a life more than that, more than
this.”

“What life?” I ask, though I fear I know her
answer.

“A life of piracy,” she says, her eyes
glinting in the dark as I leave her bed to find my own.

•

She is wrong, of course she is wrong. Piracy is
against the law, immoral, and wrong. Pirates are hanged when
caught, if they are not shot and killed by their own crew or their
competition. A hard and dangerous life, more so yet for a
woman.

And yet…there have long been stories of woman
pirates, of women taken by pirate ships becoming their queens,
tricking those who would not see a woman in command. Little more
than stories, or so all say, but then, the skill to bring forth
whatever weather is desired is supposed to be nothing but a story
also.

Maybe Jonas is my one and only friend now.
Maybe she is the only person I can trust. Maybe all she says are
lies to lead me into what she wants for us, and maybe I will go
anyway.

The day we sight land, it seems that anything
may happen, and it would not be so strange to go from being a
pirate for the Queen of England to a pirate for treasure such as I
could never see otherwise.

•

The attack comes that evening, when the ship is
still caught in celebration of a safe passage, and not so guarded
for trickery as it might have been any other day. The ship sails
under an English flag, out toward us as though in greeting, or at
least this is what I am told, later. At the time, the first I know
of it is the shout of my name taken up through the ship, the hands
pulling me to the deck. “What is it?” I ask, in the moment before a
cannon ball booms over my head.

“Pirates,” someone says, pointing. I see the
ship, the guns run out on it, before I see the flag, or the lack of
flag. When I look for Jonas, she’s with several others, pistol in
hand, though the ship must surely be too far away for any of them
to shoot.

Jack pulls me forward. “Time for some
wishing, lad.”

“For what?” I ask, thinking of Jonas’
confidence when she spoke of what would become of me.

“Whatever you fancy, lad, unless you fancy to
be taken by pirates. A wind, a storm, a many-toothed monster if it
takes your fancy.”

A second cannon ball flies over our heads,
sending everyone ducking. “I fear there is little I can do so
close.”

The ship, when I look again, is drawing
rapidly closer, faster than it seems it should be able.

“A fire aboard, then.”

“I—allow me to try.”

I kneel against a wall, close my eyes, and
turn my hands up. I think of the fields behind my mother’s house on
a summer’s day, lying hidden by the long grass with nothing but a
cloudless sky above me. I think of the sea—

Another cannon ball, followed by an
incomprehensible shout from the other ship, sends my eyes flying
open to see our own ship full of men armed, the guns running out.
The sea from the bow of our ship, scudding waves and soft winds,
the moon hanging perfect in the sky after I swept the storm
away.

Another shout, and I force myself to keep my
eyes closed. Jonas’ hands on me as I shudder apart under her; the
view from the crow’s nest—

The thud of ropes being slung from one ship
to another; the sound of booted feet landing—I look up, see many
legs in unfamiliar breeches, a chaos of our other sailors, of the
pirates, the bright flash of swords, and then something solid meets
the back of my head, and I see nothing further.

•

I expect to waken on our ship, or perhaps in a cell.
Instead, I waken somewhere between the two, on the deck of a ship
that is not my own, my hands bound behind me. Though I cannot see,
prone as I am, where we’re heading, the ship is clearly moving, and
at some considerable speed, the chaos of my own ship gone.

“Lie still,” Jonas’ voice says from behind
me, her fingertips brushing mine. “All is well.”

My head aches, but beyond that I suppose she
must be correct, as we are awake and neither dead nor abandoned.
Questions for the rest of our crew will come.

“As your friend says,” says a rich voice, and
a woman—clearly a woman, for all that she is dressed as we are in
men’s garb, her long dark hair falling over her shoulders and a
silver ring on her finger—reaches out to touch my cheek. “All is
well. You belong to my crew now.”

She leans closer, opens the top button of my
shirt. “To my crew now, young lady.”

She rises and steps away, calling to someone,
“Untie their hands, set them to work.”

The wind catches at my hair, growing long
after many days on ship, and whips it about my face. Through it I
can see the empty blue sky, the wide open ocean, and far above us,
where I knew it to be, the skull and crossbones of a pirate
ship.

My ship.

•
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“I built her, it should only be right that I have
her again.”

Consuelo settled into the cockpit of the
submarine, holding the yoke tight between her hands to keep them
from shaking. The whole place still reeked of the men who’d been
here before her. Typical crew, never bathing. To be fair, she
couldn’t blame them. The submarine had never been meant to carry
more than a couple of people, certainly not when loaded with cargo.
Too many bodies overheating the space together. No wonder they
stank like pigs.

“Sorry, darling,” she said to the air around
her. “I’ll make it right.”

They’d called the boat Madeleine,
after some officer’s wife. Trust Americans to overlook the
importance of a proper name. Consuelo called her the
Amphitrite, or she would, as soon as she had a moment to
bring the sub up and cross the name out. At the moment, everyone
was looking for the Madeleine, and they’d never find her
because she’d never been a Madeleine. Little wonder Consuelo
had stolen her away so effortlessly, slipping in and out of Port
Everglades and racing south, to home and safer waters.

The controls yielded to her, pliant and
biddable, as if the Amphitrite remembered.

No surprise there, for Consuelo had designed
her. A real beauty, too: the Amphitrite gleamed like a shell
in the sun, and underwater her skin dappled in the rippling
sunlight, all polished bronze and mother-of-pearl. Big windows
revealed the edges of the Florida coast as she made her way south
over the course of the day. The view from inside was lovely, but
Consuelo found herself more enamored of looking in when she dove
out to do quick repairs while moored off Marathon Key. The
Amphitrite strained against the mooring lines holding her to
the shallow sea floor. She stilled as the currents lulled, and
Consuelo laid a hand on the glass bubble that looked in on the
cockpit. The room was only big enough for one person to sit among
all the controls, but it had a panoramic view. Consuelo returned to
it in haste, shucking her dive suit and folding it away. Time
pressed on, but she couldn’t take a soaking wet suit to the
controls. She cursed the lost moments anyway, until she exited the
crawlspace and saw the world open up beyond the confines of the
viewfinder.

The windows were her pride and joy; they held
up to eleven atmospheres. The only sub capable of going deeper was
Gabriel Mendez’s Leviathan monstrosity, with its tiny port
windows and reinforced steel skin.

Consuelo took a slow breath as her temper
threatened to run away with her.

“Back to the Caribbean?” Gabriel had
puffed on his cigar and grimaced. “Couldn’t pay me enough to take a
sub back that way.”

“Think the Americans would?”

“Ha! The lady submariners they’ve got are
off Mexico, or the Oregon purchase. You know, untamed, pioneer
types, they don’t have any in the east. They’ll be sending a man
after you, sure enough.”

Gabriel had laughed, laughed himself silly
at the thought of the fate of a male submariner making it into the
Caribbean hot on the tail of a Cuban. There was a reason all of
Cuba’s sub pilots were women. Several hundred reasons.

Another breath. She had to come up for air,
risking the chance that a passing ship might see her. Nightfall had
come and gone, but the risks still made her shudder. Consuelo
didn’t take many risks if she could help it.

She tried to still her nerves with
righteousness: she had reclaimed her precious underwater boat, but
all she felt was an anger that left her trembling. How dare they!
How dare they, with their fancy lawyers and silver tongues,
thinking that she didn’t know enough English and they could take
her for a fool with their convoluted contracts. She was a graduate
of la Universidad de la Habana, she knew English well enough to
know that they had no right to be taking the fruits of her labors.
She hadn’t signed that away. Their arrogance was their folly; Cuba
granted women the opportunity to study engineering—though she had
still been one of three women in a graduating class of fifty—but
that was all but unheard of in America, even with their women’s
colleges. They might steal a woman engineer’s work, but they would
always underestimate her and think her less intelligent than their
own engineers. As if English and external genitalia imparted some
extra wisdom on their bearers.

With luck, they wouldn’t expect her to have
come so far. With a full crew, the Amphitrite needed to come
up for air every few hours, but with only Consuelo onboard, the
submarine could get by on twelve, maybe more. The gauges registered
satisfactory oxygen levels, but the last thing she wanted was to be
woken by the klaxons warning her of imminent suffocation. She
reached for the dial controlling the gas bladders, turning it
slowly so that they would fill with air and make the sub buoyant
enough to rise to the surface. Too fast, and she would burst the
bladders’ membranes and sink like a stone.

Water broke over the window, running off the
glass like molten silver in the starlight. Consuelo pushed herself
up out of the pilot’s seat, careful to put her boots on the
armrests as she climbed into the narrow opening set above the seat;
many a clumsy pilot had crushed their controls or thrown their sub
into chaos with an errant foot.

The safety of the cockpit seen to, she
crawled into the main corridor that ran down the vessel’s length,
just beneath the spine. She opened a narrow compartment, one of the
awkward ones tucked at the bottom of the bulkhead, and pulled out
canvas for sails, the telescoping mast, and the boom before
scrambling up the ladder to set them up atop the Amphitrite.
With the sails in place, she would look like a small ship from a
distance, perhaps a fishing vessel. Camouflaging a submarine with
sails was an old trick, but still remarkably effective. Under
favorable winds, she might even get a few knots out of the
deal.

The servo pendulum would keep the
Amphitrite on course while she slept for the forty minutes
the pumps needed to ventilate the sub. There would be little else
to do in the meantime and she needed her wits about her for what
would come next. Then she could make the run across open water and
hide the Amphitrite in the jumbled archipelago north of the
main island so she could get the proper permits without risking
exposing the sub in a municipal port. If she didn’t get them…well,
there were other places that would love to have the sub, and an
engineer of her caliber. Places that didn’t mind a woman getting
her hands dirty, even if they didn’t trust an educated woman, and
an engineer at that. Some countries could little afford to turn
away anyone, though they might still think her odd or worry that
she would meet a man and abandon her post in favor of children and
domesticity.

Forget about that. Of course she would
get her permits; no one liked the Americans co-opting Cuba in their
bid to strike at Spain. Everyone knew the Americans wanted Cuba for
themselves, and any deal with them had to be made with a careful
hand. Liberating the Amphitrite was her civic duty to
further the cause of an independent Cuba.

The ventilators exhaled through the aft vents
and inhaled from the fore, ensuring that the sub didn’t simply
circulate the air it attempted to exchange. Consuelo dropped down
amid the ensuing gale, the force of the air teasing strands of hair
from her bun and whipped them about her face. She pushed them away
and crawled to the cockpit to catnap. Dawn would be coming soon,
and she wanted to be long gone before that happened. There were
bunks toward the rear of the submarine, but the chamber lacked
windows. They were more comfortable but also more dangerous, and
she could stretch out and sleep when she returned home. She pulled
her hair free of the loose bun settled into the chair.

She would sleep for a few minutes, and she
would be off.

Consuelo woke to a knocking without realizing
she had fallen asleep. Just a minute, someone get the door,
there’s…at the door…. She started to roll out of the chair, and
realized that she wasn’t in bed at home but in the pilot seat of a
submarine, that she was about to fall onto an instrument panel, and
most importantly, that submarines don’t have doors. Not the sort
anyone would knock on, anyway.

The knocking came again, a deep, sonorous
bonk bonk lent gravitas by the echo chamber of the cockpit.
Consuelo opened her eyes and found herself confronted by a young
woman lounging on the domed window, silhouetted by the sorbet light
of dawn. She had her chin in one hand bedecked with a big ring of
silver and malachite, and rapped on the glass with the knuckles of
her other hand as the bangles on her arm clinked against the glass.
She wore a vest, new enough that the saltwater hadn’t ruined it
yet, but the metal buttons showed signs of oxidization.

Consuelo had to stop herself from shouting
you’re scratching the glass! and smoothed her expression
into one of placid interest.

Getting annoyed with a mermaid would never
do, particularly not one half her age.

Studying to become a submariner took time,
degrees, countless examinations. Every book, every class, mentioned
mermaids. The mermaids of the temperate waters dominated the
popular imagination and made submariners shudder in horror.
Consuelo thought it nonsensical: the giant cephalopods were the
most rational fear to have outside of one’s own incompetence
as a pilot, and mechanical malfunctions. Squids were the most
fearsome, but the lusca native to the Caribbean were far more
intelligent, and for all that they lacked a squid’s aggression they
might dismantle a submarine out of innocent curiosity. No, if a
body had any sense, a mermaid should be the least of their
worries.

Consuelo checked every book she could get her
hands on—all written by men. Even Cuba, which hadn’t let a man
command a sub since they first had subs, taught submariners
as in Spain: Fear the mermaids and their dangerous wiles. “You
might be women,” said her first instructor, a tall, gruff woman
with her steel gray hair pulled into a tight bun and a cruel scar
on her face. “You might think because you’re immune to her song,
that you have nothing to fear from her. But your flesh tastes just
as good as a man’s, don’t you forget it!”

Consuelo counted on it. She flipped her hair
back over her shoulder and raised an eyebrow at the mermaid. Cool.
Consuelo did cool best, and her first love had taught her to play
to her strengths.

The mermaid offered her a shy smile in
response, and curled her fins over her back like a girl kicking her
feet up. She was a pretty thing, but mercy she was young.
Men always talked about the pretty and youthful ones, lithe and
nubile girls who would lure a man to his death with her wits and
charms, but any submariner who lived long enough in the shallow
seas mermaids frequented knew better: men liked them young, just
like with human women, but it was the older ones you had to watch
out for. They were the ones who knew how to play the game.

Consuelo held up a finger and slipped out of
the cockpit. It wasn’t as graceful as she hoped, but the
Amphitrite wasn’t made for alluring, barely made for
comfort, and Consuelo was a small woman, and agile. She climbed
through the passage and out the hatch at the top of the boat.

She could look down on the mermaid from the
raised hatch, on the highest point of the Amphitrite. The
mermaid lay on the dome viewport like a cat in the sun, its light
scattering across her delicate scales of rose gold. Her hair fell
in damp C-curves over her shoulders, a pale, honeyed brown that
would dry to molten gold.

Consuelo resisted the urge to shake her head;
a vest, but no shirt. Of course, mermaids had no use for fashion as
anything but an amusement. “Buenos días, muñequita,” she
said, tempering the potentially forward comment by an amused
inflection in the nickname, a sort of wry inside joke. It was
possible the mermaid didn’t speak Spanish, but she likely spoke
some language Consuelo knew.

“I thought this would be an American vessel,”
the mermaid said in flawless Spanish: not the Spanish of the
Caribbean or mainland, but something from the Canaries. Tenerife,
maybe. “But then I saw you in it, and I didn’t think the Americans
had woman submariners.”

“Not here, no. Why do you think she’s
American?”

“They write their names the same way, and
these are Florida waters.” She shrugged.

“Oh, yes, they do and they are. It’s my sub,
but they put their name on her, sure enough. I’m here to take her
back home.”

The mermaid brightened. “You stole it?”

“That’s an uncharitable way of putting
it.”

“Does that make you a pirate?” The mermaid
tilted her head to one side with a sly curve to her lips.

“Oh, aye, a pirate captain like no other. I’m
as like a pirate queen, when you get down to it. Come now, I
can’t get home if you sit on the viewport all day, and the
Americans will be sure to find us both if we stay at the
surface.”

A mermaid is all mischief, and it might be at
this point that a submariner thinks himself lost. But one should
never underestimate the power of authority, particularly not the
authority that comes with age. The mermaid looked uncertain, torn
between the unwillingness to get in the way of a bona fide pirate
and the desire to continue on as she would. “I have never met a
captain before, or a pirate, or such a pretty
submarine…”

Consuelo smiled a slow, lazy smile. “I would
hate to sully this opportunity for you. What say we help each
other? Though I think you get the better end of the deal.”

“How do you mean?”

Consuelo leaned out of the hatch and patted
the slippery-smooth skin of the Amphitrite. “How would you
like to pilot a submarine?”

That was when she had her. The mermaid’s eyes
went wide at the very idea. Doubtless she had met a captain
before—Consuelo didn’t believe for a minute that she hadn’t—but had
she met one who offered her anything like the opportunity to pilot
a sub? Doubtless not. “I—really?” And then sense took hold of her.
“In return for what?”

“Oh, a little bit of piracy is all. I need to
get my darling back to Cuba before the Americans try to steal her
away from me. I have the guns, but can you imagine what would
happen if I opened fire on one of their subs? What say you?”

“You want me to…?”

“Turn them away, sink them, run them aground,
whatever the situation warrants and strikes your fancy.”

The mermaid laughed, a merry giggle that
ended in an indelicate snort. She looked embarrassed, and covered
for it by saying: “I would have done that, anyway.”

“Then, welcome aboard the Amphitrite,
pilot.” Consuelo offered the mermaid a hand. “Consuelo Valdez
Armenteros.”

“Aurelie.” The mermaid took her hand and
giggled again. “Thank you, Captain Chelo.”

Consuelo let the nickname slide and helped
Aurelie inside. Having no legs would make it easier for her to
navigate the submarine; only the hold was big enough for someone to
walk in comfortably, and that was often full of cargo. All the
other passages were crawlspaces, some of them so tight that even
Consuelo had to crawl like a caterpillar or use handles to pull
herself along. Consuelo dismantled the sails, folded the canvas,
and telescoped the mast and boom, and dropped back down into the
hatch.

“Let me go first,” she told Aurelie. “You can
pilot, but you need someone to reach the foot pedals.”

Aurelie watched her with interest as Consuelo
put the equipment away. “The cockpit didn’t look big enough
for—oh!” She blushed.

Consuelo turned and smirked as she dragged
herself to the cockpit, slipping out of the crowded corridor and
back into the pilot seat where she could almost stretch out.
“Here—”

Before she could offer a hand to the mermaid,
Aurelie had followed her lead. She may have navigated the hallways,
but in the open space of the cockpit she slipped out of the
entryway and fell into Consuela’s lap. “Oops!”

“Oops,” Consuelo agreed as Aurelie squirmed
about in an attempt to find the instruments she would need.
Fortunately, the mermaid was mostly dry, and while the instruments
weren’t waterproof, they could tolerate the bit of dampness
lingering in her hair—they had to, to go into a submarine. The
early ones would rust through or the salt would ruin them, with
catastrophic results for the crews and the countries that
commissioned them.

Consuelo took one of Aurelie’s hands and
guided it toward the yoke. She spread her legs to slide her feet
onto the foot pedals, and Aurelia dropped to the leather seat
between her thighs.

Aurelie wiggled, as if in revenge for having
to sit between her legs, and Consuelo fixed her gaze on the
viewport.

“Why did you name her the Amphitrite?
That’s a mermaid name.”

Also the name of a Greek goddess, but that
was neither here nor there. Consuela released the gas from the air
bladders, compressing it back into the water of the cooling system.
“She was my first love.”

Aurelie twisted around to stare at her, dark
eyes searching her face. Were they truly sailing in a submarine
named for some other woman? One ought to never underestimate the
jealousy of a mermaid’s heart.

“It wasn’t long before she got bored of me,
but you never forget your first.” Consuelo laughed.

“You must not have been a captain then. I
would never be bored of a captain.”

“No, but I was very young. Your age, maybe, I
had just graduated from university with my engineering degree; I
didn’t go back for my submariner’s certification until after I met
her.” And had her heart broken, but she knew why Amphitrite had
grown bored with her—Consuelo had been young and something of a
fool. Amphitrite taught her what there was to know, and set her
loose on the world.

The furnace grumbled back to life as the
engine stirred; the sub sank for several meters before the rotors
began to spin and sent the Amphitrite forward.

“Here, hold on to this. It steers, just turn
and the nose will follow you from side to side. To orient the nose
up or down, pull back and forward, but if you want to sink or rise,
you need this dial here for the air bladders. Be gentle, or your
eardrums will explode and there will be a mess. Oh, and you’ll go
deaf and maybe die.”

“Deafness and death. Check. Ooooooh!” Aurelie
gasped as the Amphitrite sank below the surface and the
silvery meniscus of the water crawled over the viewport and closed
over their heads. “Wow, that’s so…” she leaned forward to tap on
the glass, and Consuelo caught her by the shoulder and pulled her
back.

Don’t scratch the glass. “Pay
attention to the controls, pilot.”

“Oh. Right. What are the foot pedals
for?”

“They turn the fins that are on either side
of the rotors; the yoke turns the rotors themselves. Turn them
together and you can spin in little circles.”

Aurelie couldn’t sit by and listen to these
directions go without trying for herself. She leaned hard on the
yoke and slapped Consuelo on the leg, “Use your feet!” Consuelo
obliged and pressed down on the pedal, and Aurelie whooped as they
sent the Amphitrite chasing her tail. “This is brilliant! I
never thought they would be so nice inside.”

“Oh? Weren’t you gawking through the window?”
Consuel smiled at the image of Aurelie as a girl looking into a
candy store. “Come to think of it, how did you find me?” Almost no
one thought to ask a mermaid such questions, but Amphitrite had
told her that any mermaid could smell the furnaces. But these new
submarines didn’t spew exhaust into the water; the smell they had
came from their skins like any other marine creature—not much of a
smell at all.

“Oh, I heard it. It hums.”

“She. A submarine is a woman,” Consuelo
corrected.

“Oh. I can see that, she’s very pretty,”
Aurelie continued. “I’m glad she’s yours, I’d be sorry to make her
sink.”

“You could leave her alone.”

“No! I couldn’t let men sail her around, that
wouldn’t be right at all. They might think they own the ocean, and
it’s no place for men, you know. That would just be silly.”

Consuelo buried her face against the
mermaid’s shoulder and laughed. Insulted, Aurelie squirmed more
forcefully against her, and Consuelo almost choked on her laughter.
“No one owns the ocean.”

“That’s right! And I’m going to keep it that
way.”

“All by yourself?”

“If I have to,” Aurelie huffed. “Don’t laugh
at me.”

“I’m not laughing at you, you just…remind me
of myself.”

“Do I?”

“Yes. Myself, from twenty years ago, back
when I was silly.”

Aurelie squealed and turned around to pummel
her, the blows raining down on her like the pounces of kittens.
“Silly! How—how dare you, just because you’re a decrepit old lady
doesn’t mean you can say such things!”

“Forty is not decrepit, and if it were, what
an unconscionable thing you are, sitting in my lap. You might break
my little old lady hip.”

“Hmmph. I might eat you, anyway, for being so
cruel. I don’t care if you’re not a man.”

“Mhmm. Mind the controls, pilot, before we
crash.”

Aurelie spun around to find the
Amphitrite drifting through open ocean, and she let out an
annoyed sigh. “There’s nothing to crash into.”

Consuelo slipped a hand around the curve of
the mermaid’s waist. “Always mind the controls, no matter what
might distract you. Now, why would you eat men but not me, if
you’re so worried about someone trying to take over the ocean?”

“You shouldn’t be trying to distract me.”

“No, I shouldn’t, but someone has to put you
through your paces, to see how you do under suboptimal
conditions.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s because women are
boring.”

Amphitrite puffed on a cigar, one of the
ones she demanded Consuelo bring her any time she visited. “The
ocean, so dark and mysterious, like the heart of woman! I’ll show
them dark and mysterious. I slept with one once. Never make that
mistake, Chelo; they’re too busy thinking about plowing the
unfathomable enigma. I’m a simple woman, I have simple pleasures,
how enigmatic could I be?”

“A simple woman,” Consuelo
laughed.

“Yes! Oh, just you wait, niñasita, you’ll
hear it from them, too. How mysterious, how ineffable! What is more
fickle, the woman or the sea? Oh, the pain of not knowing because I
am too stupid to ask! I don’t know how you can eat cows; they’re
much smarter.”

Consuelo directed Aurelie lower: the viewport
might offer a panoramic view, but it didn’t do to get too
comfortable; one’s field of vision was still limited. From below,
the bubble of the viewport granted a wider field of the epipelagic
zone overhead. This worked out in her favor, with Aurelie’s
fascinated gaze turning upward she nudged the Amphitrite’s
nose toward the surface as she leaned forward. Consuelo had little
choice but to run them in deeper water so Aurelie could gawk, and
she could keep an eye out for trouble.

“Nose down. Keep the ship parallel to a
horizontal plane.”

Submarines were easier to see from below,
anyway.

They saw the Argus class sub long before it
spotted them. It swept into view like a ghost, riding the surface
to keep any heated water from giving its location away. Not even
the Amphitrite could recycle her coolant forever; eventually
that water would heat to the point where she would have to dump it.
Traditional subs did so all at once, and the hot water might
vaporize on contact with the cooler ocean and leave a tell-tale
sign of its passing. The Amphitrite could do so a little at
a time, better able to mask her presence than any other submarine
that came before. Argus subs didn’t run as hot as others. There
wouldn’t be much point in running them on reconnaissance if they
gave themselves away, but they were old and couldn’t do incremental
exchanges like the Amphitrite could.

Consuelo smirked against Aurelie’s shoulder.
You wish you’d kept me around. The coolant exchange system
would never go to men who thought her incompetent. They could keep
their single-exchange methods and their submarines that announced
themselves for anyone listening.

Aurelie went tense, and Consuelo ran a hand
along her arm to soothe her. “What do we do?” the mermaid
asked.

“Just what you’re doing. Go slow. Throttle
back on the rotors. Slowly! We don’t want them to notice us going
quiet.”

The Argus sailed along, leaving a V-shaped
wake, a black watcher limned in quivering light, except where the
rays of the sun reflected and refracted off its many windows.
Consuelo could almost make out the long observation bells
protecting the sensitive instruments in its belly from the water,
seeing them more from memory than with her eyes. Once, those
instruments had been housed in true bells; now they were housed
behind long glass panels running from bow to stern, but tradition
dictated they still be called bells.

Consuelo wasn’t sure which vessel it was, but
it didn’t matter. It was an Argus from the late 1870s, back when
they were built with a broad, exaggerated hammerhead that was the
class’ signature. Sending a twenty-year-old sub after the brand-new
Amphitrite meant that they didn’t have many subs available
nearby; the war with Spain required more attention than one rogue
thief. Send out a sweep to find her, and call for reinforcements.
That was the purpose of the Argus: to watch, and report.

The Argus dropped below the surface and
turned its headlamps on the Amphitrite. The yellow beams cut
through the dark water around the sub, flooding the cockpit with
sickly luminescence. Consuelo bit back on the urge to swear,
neither wanting to alert Aurelie to the danger of the situation,
nor thinking it appropriate language for polite company.

Aurelie offered no resistance as Consuelo
took the controls back from her, instead keeping her gaze on the
descending submarine.

Consuelo grinned. “How do you feel about a
little piracy?”

“You’re going to steal that?” Aurelie asked
with breathless wonder.

“No, it’s ugly. There’s more to piracy than
stealing; you also need to make a clean escape. Or put some
meddlesome people in their place.”

The Argus continued to descend, bearing down
on them with its streamlined nose. It was fast for its size and
age, faster even than the Amphitrite over a straight run.
But this wasn’t to be a straight run.

“I—I suppose.” Aurelie sounded uncertain.

So young. “Surely you’ve sunk a
submarine or ship that big before. Something like that can’t handle
the pressure at four atmospheres.” Consuelo nudged the mermaid with
an elbow and a knowing grin. She wasn’t that young.

“Oh, yes, but…because I felt like it.”

“Don’t you want to defend your sub, pilot?”
Consuelo leaned forward, her breath stirring the hair at the nape
of Aurelie’s neck. “Or what about me? I’m in sore need of
rescue.”

Aurelie shivered and giggled. “I don’t think
you’ve ever needed rescuing,” she chided, and her fingers fluttered
over Consuelo’s, touching her like the feet of butterflies. “How do
I get to the bay doors?”

“Now, how do you know about those?” Consuelo
murmured, and smiled against her ear as Aurelie laughed. So she’d
investigated the Amphitrite before climbing onto the
viewport and waking her up. Of course; if she had originally
thought the sub held a potential meal, she would have investigated
all the ways in before calling attention to herself. Definitely not
her first time. “Out into the corridor, second hatch on the bottom.
Close the hatch and knock twice and I’ll get the bay doors.”

Aurelie pulled herself out of the cockpit
using the handholds, muscles flexing in her arms. Consuela heard
the hatch clang shut, and the locking mechanism grind into place.
She put a hand over the lever to release the bay doors, but no
knock came. What could Aurelie be doing? The bay wasn’t that
fascinating; it was a small space meant to hold cargo that had to
be dumped on the sly, or store mines or instruments to be laid to
catch unwary followers. She never expected the latter use, but
designs had to be war-ready to get the government grants.

Come on, come on; at last she heard
the two knocks, and she wrapped her fingers around the lever and
pulled with all her might. The bay doors groaned open.

A flash of dusky pink and yellow darted past
the viewport and into the circle of the Argus’s lights. Consuelo
threw the lever again, and the bay doors closed, the seals rubbing
together with a shudder that ran the length of the
Amphitrite.

The lamps turned to watch the mermaid, their
twin beams converging on her. What was she thinking? Being seen
like this, even in the promising gloom, would be too risky, if the
guns oriented on her…

Aurelie tossed her head back and sang,
heedless of the possibility of guns. She sang a wordless song of
desire, her voice filling the water and washing up against the two
vessels, penetrating their skins and filling the corridors and
cockpits with the slow rise and fall of her music.

Such a tiny thing shouldn’t have had such
a big voice. Consuelo rolled her head back as the sound washed
over her; a woman was immune to the compulsion, sure, but no one
was immune to such beautiful music. Mermaids had spent generations
honing their craft against the predominately male sailors that
entered their territories, and even if she wasn’t the intended
target, every note alighted on her with promises of kisses; the
sort that would make a better woman blush. It left her throbbing,
and she closed her eyes to let the want wash over her as she
shifted in the seat, even that small, shameless movement rubbing
against the seam in her pants.

“I am going to miss you already,” she
murmured, knowing she wouldn’t get Aurelie back. The mermaid had a
new diversion now. Consuelo had expected that from the start,
should she ever need Aurelie to fulfill her side of the promise.
Pity.

She never took unnecessary risks, like
sailing into open water with a stolen submarine without a
weapon.

Aurelie didn’t flirt with the windows, as
Consuelo expected she might; she didn’t play the unseen temptress,
witnessed only with the ears. Consuelo gritted her teeth. A rookie
mistake. Didn’t she know to play to curiosity? Why couldn’t she
pick one tactic and go with it? The more she was seen, the more
opportunity the crew of the Argus had to come to their senses and
take flight. Unless she intended them to fly, but with a song like
that, full of such unabashed desire? She had been alone for so
long, oh, listener, so long, don’t you understand? She needs
you.

Aurelie kept close to the Argus’s viewport,
and in the floodlights, Consuelo could see her wiggle her fingers
in a wave and give a simpering giggle. Then she darted away—not
far—and a little downward; causing the Argus to nose lower. What
are you doing? If the pilot went too far the Argus might tilt
as far as ninety degrees up and down as the ballast shifted, but
what did Aurelie plan to accomplish with that, to give everyone
vertigo? The pilot might be thoughtless in tilting up and down to
keep her in his sight, but—

The Argus began to sink as Aurelie continued
her descent. She never strayed from the pilot’s field of vision,
but she darted down, beyond the continental shelf. Oh, listener,
can’t you see? She might disappear. She can’t stay long in this
place, come, listener, come and save her before the darkness calls
her back.

Any pilot worth his salt would right himself,
mermaid be damned. Any fool would tend to his sub first.
Couldn’t he hear the groan of metal as the water pressed in?
Consuelo knew—had seen—a mermaid at work before, but the response
to the song never failed to surprise her, never made it easier to
watch someone mistreat their submarine so. Aurelie was pretty, her
song haunting, but a submarine was the heart’s rightful mistress.
She wanted to yell what are you doing!, even for an enemy,
but she sat in silence as her mouth went dry. No one could be so
derelict in their priorities that they thought with their dick
first and heart second. What sort of pilot did that?

It worked every time.

The big observation bells were the weakest
point on the Argus. Consuelo heard, rather than saw, the deep
cracks that split them down their length, followed by a crash as
they shattered, and the air surrounding the instrument panels
turned to circular bubbles that raced toward the surface. More air
clung in the crevices as water lapped at the irregular shapes,
eating away the air pockets and releasing more bubbles shaped like
the bonnets of jellyfish.

The Argus continued plunging toward the sea
floor as Aurelie darted about above it like a dragonfly
contemplating the precise blade of grass it wanted to land on, from
where it might ponder its hunting strategy. The broken observation
bells wouldn’t flood the Argus, but the task of getting inside
would be easier with the sub’s heart exposed.

Clever, clever, Consuelo thought.
Maybe she was old, maybe this new technique worked well when the
old guard insisted that being seen would give the game away. Maybe
fresh blood brought new, better techniques. Coyly toying with the
pilot’s interest; all the books said mermaids were dangerous, but
who wouldn’t be tempted by one batting her lashes? After all,
weren’t there stories of men who escaped with their lives after
trysting with a mermaid? Consuelo didn’t believe them, because they
could never resist saying how satisfied they had left her, but the
stories were there, and everyone wanted to be the lucky one.

With the Argus out of commission, she ought
to make haste. Consuelo turned back to her controls, checked her
compass, and reached for the ignition. A rumble told her that the
Argus had struck the sandy floor, and when she looked up there was
no sign of Aurelie. However she had gotten inside, she would have
to find some other escape with the belly of the sub on the ground.
Likely by popping the hatch above the sub once she flooded it to
her satisfaction.

It was fun while it lasted, and maybe the
mermaid would have a new trick for the next lady submariner she
came across. The thought of Aurelie suggesting piracy left her
warm.

Two sharp knocks made Consuelo twitch and her
fingers slipped off the ignition switch. The sweat from her hands
left a fog of condensation on the metal. The sound echoed
throughout the Amphitrite, reminiscent of the time she had
wandered into a reef and her sub had bumped into rocky outcroppings
with every pulse of the current.

There’s someone at the door.

She grabbed the lever for the bay doors, and
waited for the next set of knocks before closing them again. She
flipped the switch that would force air into the bay and water out,
and a gust of wind blasted through the corridor as the hatch
opened. She flipped the bay’s ventilator off.

“Do you have any towels?” Aurelie called, her
voice ringing in the narrow confines of the Amphitrite.

“Second hatch to the aft, there’s a
compartment…” Consuelo’s mouth said; fortunate that it knew what to
say, because her brain couldn’t make words.

Aurelie bumped around in the corridor, and
the compartment’s hinge squeaked as she opened it. Consuelo turned
the engine on and the rotors came to life, sending the sub
southward at a comfortable twelve knots. The Amphitrite
could go faster, but she didn’t trust herself for that, yet, not
with Aurelie ready and willing to provide a distraction.

“Thanks. I didn’t want to get all the
controls wet,” Aurelie continued, poking her head into the
cockpit’s entrance.

“You came back,” Consuelo managed to say,
more a question than a statement. Why? Aurelie had a submarine full
of men, she could have her pick of any of them.

Aurelie rubbed her hair with the towel before
wrapping it around herself and her sopping vest so she could drop
back into the cockpit and onto Consuelo’s lap. “You need someone to
pilot this submarine to Cuba.”

“So I do.”

“And we’re not there yet.” Aurelie reached up
to Consuelo’s face, trailing her seawater cool fingers against her
cheek. “I used to be mad that Cuba sent woman submariners out.
They’re boring, they don’t care about my singing.”

“Oh, I like your singing fine,” Consuelo
said, as steadily as she could manage.

“You’re not boring. I think you have
better ideas than singing, Captain Chelo.”

“Aye, pilot, that I do.”
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The house was a nice Craftsman bungalow, sturdy and
square, with good solid gutters and no problems I could feel from
the porch. I pushed the bell.

The guy who came to the door was a head
taller than me, but going soft in the gut. “Are you…from Lou’s
Plumbing?”

“I am Lou’s Plumbing,” I said. “Louise
Hartmann. We spoke on the phone.”

The guy flinched at the strength of my grip.
“Sorry. I was expecting…”

“Someone taller? Yeah, I get that all the
time.” He’d been about to say “a man,” of course, but I didn’t have
time right now for the usual dance around my gender. I was
scheduled for salvage on a big demolition job in the Pearl today,
and I’d only squeezed this guy in because he’d said it was an
emergency. “So, what seems to be the problem?”

He showed me a kitchen sink half full of
standing water, and the same in the tub. “Which way to the
basement?” I asked, pretty sure I knew what the problem was.

He led me down the stairs and I knelt over
the floor drain. Placing my hands on the cool concrete to either
side of the rusty grille, I extended my perceptions through the
concrete to the lead pipe below.

It was just as I’d suspected: there was a
nixie living in the drain. Typical for a bungalow of this vintage.
There’s something about that lead U-bend they find comfortable. But
this one was pissed off about something, which explained the backup
in the kitchen and bath.

The guy was still standing on the steps.
“What do you see?”

I sighed to myself. There was nothing to
“see”—a nixie is just a stretch of water with an attitude. I
reached my mental fingers past the nixie and quickly found the
reason for its annoyance. “Roots,” I said. “You’ve got a root
intrusion in your main drain.” I stood, brushing my hands on the
nubbly fabric of my coverall. “I’ve got an electric auger in the
truck that’ll clean them right out.” The roots weren’t enough to
cause the clog by themselves, but they were making the nixie
unhappy. Clearing them out would restore the balance.

“How much?”

“Depends on how long it takes.”

It turned out to be almost three hours. The
roots were so dense and prickly that the nixie couldn’t get out of
the way of the auger, so I had to coax it out into a bucket before
I could get to work. And before I could do that, I had to convince
the customer to leave me alone—I didn’t want to try to explain why
I was holding a bucket next to the drain and whispering.

By the time I finally got the nixie back into
the drain and all the tools properly racked in my truck, it was
almost noon. Everyone at the demo site would be on break until one
o’clock, so I had time for a leisurely lunch.

I parked the truck on the east end of the
Hawthorne Bridge and walked across the river with my lunchbox,
savoring the powerful flow of the Willamette below the bridge’s
metal grid. But when I was a little more than halfway across I felt
the bridge shudder beneath my feet, as though a big truck were
going by. But it was no truck—it was the river itself, churning and
trembling like a snake with indigestion.

I stopped, clutching the handrail. I’d never
felt such a thing before. It was a weird, seasick sensation, the
river’s spasms making the bridge roll beneath my feet like a ship
at sea. But it only went on for a few seconds.

A passing cyclist pulled over next to me,
balancing with one hand on the rail. “Was that an earthquake?” he
said.

“I’m not sure…”

“Not much of one if it was. Were you here for
the Spring Break Quake?”

“Yeah, but this one wasn’t like that.”

“That one was a real doozy, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.” But that wasn’t what I’d meant.
Whatever this had been, it hadn’t been an earthquake at all. More
like a riverquake, if there was such a thing. I’d have to ask my
mentor Steve if he knew anything about it.

The cyclist and I chatted for a bit about
earthquakes we’d known before he rode off with a little salute.
After that I leaned on the railing, looking down over the
now-peaceful river, until I regained my composure.

I continued to the other end of the bridge,
then walked down the esplanade to the Salmon Street Springs and sat
on a bench with my lunch. I’ve always enjoyed this fountain, with
the ever-changing dance of the jets above ground paralleled by the
complex flows of water through the pipes below. It was all
controlled by computers, of course, but it felt natural and
refreshing and pretty soon I felt much better. Bathing-suited
children laughed in the spring sunshine, darting from one nozzle to
the next, half hoping and half fearing they’d be drenched by the
next big squirt. Unlike me, they couldn’t feel it coming.

The kids made me wonder how Shelly was doing.
Even though we hadn’t been a couple for over two years, we were
still best friends—which was a good thing, since she worked for the
water bureau and we couldn’t completely avoid each other even if
we’d wanted to. She’d gotten domestic-partnered with her new
sweetie Jenni on the very first day it became legal, and I’d just
heard that they were doing the artificial insemination thing.

I didn’t know how I felt about that.

Don’t get me wrong—I was happy for them. But
the news reminded me that I’d had my chance with Shel and blown it,
the same way I’d blown every other relationship I’d ever had.
Despite the stereotype of lesbians and U-Hauls, I’d never moved in
with a lover; in fact, I never seemed to be able to hang onto a
girlfriend for more than a couple of months. It’s not as though I
didn’t know why… Cindy said I was “grabby,” Linda called me
“Octopus Girl,” and Debra-the-firefighter thought I was “too
touchy-feely.” Physically I was very affectionate, but when it came
to an emotional connection I always seemed to hold a part of myself
back. So when Mara came along, I tried to change my pattern. But
physically I felt strait-jacketed, chafing and struggling against
the limits I’d placed on myself, and emotionally…well, when we both
realized I was just faking it, we’d blown up in a toxic firestorm
of recriminations that just about put me off dating for good.

I often told myself that if I lived with a
woman I’d run the risk of her finding out about my Guild work, but
I was sometimes honest enough to admit that was only a
rationalization. After all, most of the guys in the Guild were
married or partnered, and they managed to keep it
secret.

The Guild had to be kept secret. Our job was
to maintain the balance between this world and the other one, and
the more the general public knew, the harder that would be.
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After lunch I walked back to the truck, then drove
up to the job site in the trendy Pearl District, where three
residences were being torn down for a mixed-use condo/retail
development. Although I agreed with most Portlanders that increased
density was better than urban sprawl, I still hated the loss of
those good old houses. At least the developer was salvaging them
first, removing the old fixtures and millwork for re-use.

That was my job. It wasn’t glamorous, but not
everything I do touches on the other world. Guild or not, I’m a
plumber, and a girl’s gotta eat.

The foreman was a guy named Charlie Bates,
lean and black and impeccably dressed. He was much too smooth for
his office, which was the usual job site trailer with the usual
splintery woodgrain paneling inside. “You’re late,” he said as he
handed me the release forms.

“Sorry. I had an emergency call.” I scrawled
my signature and handed the clipboard back.

Charlie checked the forms and gave me a
badge. “Hey, did you feel that earthquake?”

“Yeah…”

“Radio says there’s actually been a whole
series of mini-quakes this week. End times comin’.” But he gave me
a little wink to show he wasn’t serious. “You’d better get moving
now; the carpenters are four hours ahead of you. Use your own best
judgment about what’s salvageable, but don’t dawdle—we have to get
the whole site leveled by the end of the day Friday.” It was now
Thursday.

“Got it,” I said, and grabbed a hard hat on
my way out.

Inside the chain link fence, the job site was
a mess of dust and grit and splinters. A big yellow excavator stood
by, a hulking muscular machine with a giant claw that would rip
those houses down in a matter of hours once they were salvaged. One
of them was already bare of its decorative millwork, with the
second in the process of being stripped. The third…

It was like meeting an elegant older woman at
a party. A woman whose beauty arises from the wisdom of her years,
a woman sheathed in smooth black velvet, a woman clasped with
diamonds at ears, wrists, and throat. You just want to take her in
your arms right there and then, but you know you can’t, because
she’s so far above you.

The third house’s paint was cracked and
peeling, with rough gray wood beneath. Weeds, and even small trees,
grew from cracks in its front walk. But the house stood straight
and tall, gracefully proportioned and ornamented with a tasteful
minimum of gingerbread, and not a single window pane was
cracked.

This was no ordinary abandoned house.
Something was protecting it. It ached of the other world.

Three older women stood outside the chain
link, tut-tutting to each other about the sorry state of the world
today. “‘Scuse me, ladies,” I said, “but can you tell me anything
about that house there?”

“Nobody’s lived there as long as I can
remember,” said the one with the Beavers baseball cap.

“It dates from 1850,” said the one in plaid.
“Supposedly Captain Couch built it for his mistress.”

“Huh.” John Heard Couch, pronounced “kooch,”
was a sea captain and one of the founding fathers of Portland. A
whole square mile of the city, including Chinatown, the train
station, and the Pearl, used to be his property, and we were right
in the middle of it.

I thanked the ladies for their time and made
my way up the walk. Although the land was pretty flat here, it felt
like walking uphill. Each front step felt three feet high, and when
I crossed the porch it was like walking into a stiff wind. It was
only my native talent and Guild training that made it possible for
me to continue; any ordinary person would have felt vaguely
uncomfortable and turned around. Probably wouldn’t even remember
having tried.

I’d brought a prybar with me, but the front
door swung open to my touch. Stepping over the threshold felt like
pushing through a gluey membrane, but once I was inside the feeling
of pressure vanished completely.

I found myself in a tall, elegant entry hall,
with a long straight staircase sweeping up on the right and a
spacious parlor to my left. The place smelled like my grandmother’s
attic, a little musty but not unpleasantly so.

There was no furniture at all.

There was also no dust.

Curiouser and curiouser, said Alice.

I closed my eyes and held out my hands to
either side. What I felt was unlike any house I’d ever been in.
Pipes ran in bizarre, random directions through every single wall
and floor, like a mad dryad’s trail or a poem written in some alien
language. But with the house’s water shut off it was a dead trail,
a poem unread.

There was one other thing here I’d never felt
before, something I couldn’t put a name to. A sense of enormous
power under great pressure, like a deep ocean current. I headed up
the stairs to the locus of the sensation.

In the clawfoot bathtub lay an undine.

My heart damn near stopped.

I’ve been in the Guild for most of my life,
ever since my sponsor and mentor Steve McGonagall spotted a natural
talent in a six-year-old shirtless tomboy playing endlessly with
the hose in her front yard. In that time I’d met nixies, nymphs,
sprites, nereids, and various other water spirits. All of these
were pretty much the same kind of creature—in the same way that a
cat and a cow are both mammals—being inseparable from the water in
which they lived. Even undertows and tsunamis were pretty much the
same thing, just bigger and meaner. But there was a whole separate
class of intelligent water spirits, including kelpies, sirens, and
undines, that I’d never encountered and never wanted to. They could
sink ships. They could cause horrendous storms. And they were
notoriously temperamental.

This one, though, wasn’t going to be hurting
anyone any time soon. If the undine in the Guild manual was Venus
on the half shell, this was a spoiled oyster.

The undine lay on her back in the tub, a
human female figure made all of water, with sea foam forming the
hair on her head and elsewhere. But the foam swirled sluggishly,
and the water of her body was still and murky. Her breasts lay flat
and shriveled on her chest; her cheeks were sunken. She smelled
like a stagnant pond.

And then her eyes flickered open: two dark
whirlpools of endless depth and power. At the sight of me she
gasped, the air gurgling in the waters of her chest.

At that moment another quake struck, rattling
the little Victorian bathroom’s windows and the lid of the tank
above the toilet. I held onto the sink until the tremor passed.

“Help me,” the undine said, in a voice like
the wind off the sea.
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“Turn the water back on?” Charlie said to me,
one elegant eyebrow raised. “You have no idea how much of a pain it
was to get the whole block shut off.”

“It’s really important,” I said. I didn’t
know where the undine had come from or how she’d wound up in the
house, but without free-flowing water she would certainly die. If I
let such a rare and powerful creature pass from the world, the
balance between this world and the other would be thrown off so
badly it would take decades to restore. And if her distress was
causing the quakes, as I suspected it was, I didn’t want to know
what might happen to the city if she died. “The, uh, the historic
plumbing needs to be washed out before I can salvage it.” Lying to
the public is an important part of being a Guild member, but I’ve
always been crap at it.

“No.”

“Uh.” My mind thrashed, like treading water
in a whirlpool. “You shouldn’t be able to tear down that house
anyway. It’s…it’s seriously historic.”

“Yeah, there was some noise about that, but
the developer got eminent domain on the whole block.” He shrugged.
“Not my department. Now you get back there and finish your job. Or
don’t. It’s up to you. That house is coming down tomorrow, and if
some historic plumbing goes to the landfill along with the rest
that’s just too bad.” He leaned over his desk. “And you don’t get
paid.”

“I get it.”
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“Hey Shel,” I said, the phone warm in my hand. When
we’d been together we’d been Shel and Lou, like a couple of old
Jewish guys. “How’s the baby-making business?”

“Expensive. I keep telling Jenni we should
have gone the turkey-baster route, but we couldn’t agree on a
donor. What’s up?”

“I need a temporary water service permit.
Right away.”

“What type?”

A power saw started up nearby. I pressed the
phone to my ear and moved to the other side of the house where it
was a little quieter. “Fire hydrant, short term, for a
residence.”

Shelly’s keyboard clattered. “For how
long?”

“Just until Friday.” One way or the
other.

“Address?”

I told her. The house didn’t have a street
number on its front wall, not too surprising given its history, but
it was painted on the curb.

“Are you sure about that? According to the
records, it’s a vacant lot.”

Of course. “Yes, I’m sure.”

“You’ve got a double check backflow valve,
right?”

“Right.”

More keys clattered. “Okay, you’re good to
go.” She gave me the permit number and I wrote it on the back of my
hand.

“Thanks a million, Shel. Give Jenni a kiss
for me.”

I went to my truck and got the special
five-sided wrench and the valve to convert the fire hydrant’s power
to something residential plumbing could handle. Fortunately I had
permits for both of those already. My ex Debra-the-firefighter had
helped me get them.

Nobody noticed me uncoiling the hose and
running it from the fire hydrant to the house. Everyone swarming
the job site was on his own business, and under the same schedule
gun as I was. Though my situation was a little more urgent.

Naturally, the house didn’t have a water
meter. It took me about fifteen minutes to cut the line at the curb
and splice in a T, losing a few gallons of water in the process. I
swore and waited for another earthquake, but I guess the loss
wasn’t noticeable. Finally I fitted the big red-painted wrench onto
the pentagonal nut on top of the hydrant and pulled.

“Taking a drink from a fire hose” isn’t just
a metaphor. The hydrant’s flow surged with power that I could feel
beneath my feet all up and down the block. But the step-down valve
did its job and I didn’t feel or hear anything leaking from the
house. Now I had to check on the undine.

With the water flowing through the house’s
strange pipes, pushing through its defenses was even harder than it
had been before. I was panting and sweating by the time I got to
the porch.

I stepped through the door.

And was engulfed by an enraged tsunami.

Water battered my face. Water pummeled my
chest. Water pressed me against the door and forced itself into my
nose. I choked, tasting salt, feeling it burn in my nose. Then the
water receded and I collapsed to the sodden carpet.

I looked up. The undine stood above me, now a
swirling waterspout in female form, with clouds for hair and
lightning eyes. She gestured with both hands and another wave
engulfed me, flinging me once more against the door. “I’m trying to
help you!” I gasped as the second wave ebbed. “I was the one who
turned the water back on!”

The third wave slammed me even harder,
cracking my head against the door behind me. I floated,
half-stunned, as the waters raged around me, trying to hold my
breath while the currents shook me like a dog with a rag doll.
Again the wave withdrew, leaving me choking on the floor.

The fourth wave would surely finish me.

But the fourth wave didn’t come.

After a while I managed to stop hacking long
enough to get a decent breath, and raised my head to see why I was
still alive.

The undine, too, had collapsed on the floor.
No longer as shriveled and feeble as she’d been in the tub
upstairs, she wasn’t a raging goddess any more either…more like a
normal human woman, maybe a little on the skinny side, formed of
swirling clear water. Clearly she’d overexerted herself in
attacking me.

I hoped she hadn’t killed herself.

Still coughing, I crawled across the carpet
toward her. It wasn’t nearly as soaked as I’d expected, and I soon
realized why: all the water in the room was being drawn back into
her liquid body. By the time I got to her, even my hair was dry,
and the undine’s form had become attractively zaftig. Just my type,
I thought, apart from being immortal, inhuman, and quick to
anger.

The undine’s eyes fluttered open, still dark
as storm clouds but now free of lightning. “You are the one?” she
said, her breath the salt air after a storm at the coast. “You are
the one who caused the water to return?”

I had to turn away and cough some more water
out of my lungs before I could reply. “Yes,” I managed at last. “I
couldn’t let you die.”

“I am sorry, then, for my attack.” She raised
herself to one elbow, flowing like a dream into the new position;
though her outward form was human, she was still a creature of
liquid and currents rather than bone and muscle. “I feared you were
the hated Binder, drawn by my weakened state, returned at last to
do away with me for good and all. But now I see you are no man at
all.”

“The Binder?”

“The Captain,” she sneered. “The Navigator.
The Founder. The Couch.” She pronounced it “kooch,” and her
intonation made it a curse. “The one who caught my heart, drew me
to this place, then wove the net of life and metal that prisons me
here.”

“And how long ago was this?”

“One hundred and fifty-nine summers and one
hundred and fifty-eight winters.”

Now I grasped what must have happened.
Although the formal Guild in Portland only went back to the city’s
population boom after WWII, there have been natural talents as long
as there have been people, and Captain Couch must have been one of
those. He’d found some way to trap the undine, then engineered the
house with its bizarre plumbing to keep her there. That’s how the
Guild works: although we can sense the other world with our
talents, we can affect it only by manipulating the four elements in
the physical world.

“He caught your heart, you say.”

The undine’s brows drew together and I felt
the storm gather behind her eyes. “He wooed me and he flattered me
and he promised we would marry. He built for me a fine house.” She
gestured all around. “But when I stepped inside, I found I could
not leave. He kissed me once and then he left me here.”

Undines are incurable romantics, and have a
real tendency to fall in love with human men, even though when an
undine marries a human she loses her immortality. I don’t get it,
myself. But apparently Captain Couch had known this fact and taken
unfair advantage of it.

“What a prick,” I said.

I just blurted it out, the same way I would
if I were talking to a woman at a bar, and immediately wished I
could grab my words back before they struck her beautiful wave-like
ears. How could I talk like that to someone so…so refined, so
ethereal, so supernatural?

But then she smiled. And I felt her heart
warm toward me.

I’ve never felt such a thing before. But, of
course, her heart was made of water.

Just as I was about to speak, a tremendous
crash from outside rattled the windows and made the whole house
shudder. We both turned toward the sound.

Outside the window, the excavator was
beginning to tear down the house next door. The enormous metal claw
grasped the roof at its peak and pulled, tearing off a hunk of
joists and rafters and shingles. Nails and shreds of insulation
rained down as the huge yellow machine turned and dumped the hunk
into a metal bin. It landed with a thundering clang that I felt in
my gut. Then, with a diesel roar and a whine of hydraulics, the
claw machine returned to the house for another bite.

The protective effect that had held Couch’s
house inviolate for a hundred and fifty years only extended to the
property line. It wouldn’t hold that back for a second.
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Charlie was not pleased with me. “No, we
cannot delay demolition. I don’t care how historic that house is. I
don’t care how much trouble you’re having with the antique water
heater. I don’t care if you’ve found a whole freakin’ nest of
endangered snail darters in the attic. We are on a schedule here,
and that house is coming down tomorrow. With you in it, if
necessary.”
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“We have to get you out of here today,” I told the
undine, whose name was Naïda, pronounced “ny-ee-da.” But she
couldn’t pass through the door or any of the windows. When she
tried, she only flattened against the barrier. Even the basement
was off-limits to her.

I tried cutting off the water to part of the
house, but that just made her cry out in pain and set off another
earthquake.

I tore the plaster off the living room wall
with my prybar, revealing the strange and convoluted pipes of
Naïda’s prison. The pattern made no sense to me. I tried moving
some of the pipes around, hoping to create an opening in the net,
but everything I tried hurt her.

I sat in the living room, looking through the
open front door at the bustling job site outside. No one even
looked at the house—it was still protected by Couch’s work. I
remembered how hard I’d had to push to get through the front door
the first time I’d come in. “Maybe if we both worked together we
could get you through.”

“We could make an attempt,” she said, with a
small shy smile.

We stepped together to the front door, with
me standing behind her. Hesitantly I reached out one hand and laid
it gently on her hip. Her skin felt like water-skiing, wet and soft
and warm, yet firm and vibrantly resistant.

My heart pounded. But what was I nervous
about, really? Saving an undine, or the close proximity of this
warm, feminine creature? “Ready?” I put my other hand on her other
hip.

Naïda nodded. Was she, too, trembling?

I swallowed and leaned my shoulder into the
space between her shoulder blades, pressing her against the
barrier. The warm fluidity of her body resisted the effort—it felt
like living tissue, though unlike flesh and bone. She grunted, and
I felt her torso thrum with the sound. “Am I hurting you?”

“Keep pushing,” she said through gritted
teeth. “I think…we are getting…a little farther in…”

I pressed harder, putting all the strength of
my back and legs into it, the smooth warmth of her watery skin
trembling beneath my cheek. I could feel the strain in her as I
crushed her against the unyielding barrier, but she refused to
complain, bearing the pressure for long minutes. At last another
quake began, rattling the house’s structure, and she shrieked in
anguish. Panting, I fell back, and she landed with a soggy thud on
the carpet beside me.

“I’m sorry,” I said, sitting up and taking
her hand as the tremor subsided.

“Do not regret,” she gasped, and laid her
other hand on my cheek. “I thank you for your endeavors.”

I took her in my arms, the warm moist weight
of her pressed against me. She was so brave, so steadfast, so
fearless…there had to be some way to save her.
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Steve, my mentor, was mostly retired now. He’d gone
all round and gray, and he moved like his bones ached, but he still
had that bricklayer’s grip. We sat at his kitchen table, with Guild
manuals and maps spread all over the smooth cool Formica. Outside,
night had already spread its blanket over the city.

“Lookie here,” he said, and smoothed out an
old plat map of Portland. “This is Couch’s Addition.” He traced the
boundaries of a rough triangle bounded by Burnside, 23rd Avenue,
and the Willamette River. “And here’s your undine.” His rough
finger smacked down. “Right in the middle of it.”

“So?”

“Trust an old bricklayer. She’s the
foundation of his empire.”

We hauled out more maps, including some
arcane Guild treasures I’d never before been allowed to handle.
Fault lines, underground streams, ley lines…they all passed right
through, or at least near, the house.

Steve tapped his nose with one finger, as he
often did when deep in thought. “I feel a right fool,” he said
after a time. “We should have known all along that she was
there…that everything depended on her.”

“You should see those pipes. Couch was some
kind of genius, and he wanted to make sure nobody would ever
find out she was there. If the water hadn’t been cut off, even I
probably wouldn’t have been able to force my way into the house the
first time.”

“Maybe so.” He tapped his nose again. “But
now we’ve got a bit of a situation.”

I waited. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to
like this.

“I believe,” Steve said at last, “that
Portland’s entire maritime economy has been driven by the presence
of this undine, since 1850. She may be the reason that Portland
overtook Oregon City as the territory’s preeminent city. In a
sense, she is the city. And if she dies, or even if she goes
free…”

Economic collapse. Earthquakes. End
times.

“It would be bad,” I said.

“It would be bad,” Steve said, nodding.
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Steve called in Todd Piaskowski, an HVAC guy, and
Hank Muller, a furnace guy, to help. Together we formed what the
Guild called a “full house” of water, earth, air, and fire. We
pounded our brains against the problem for hours, trying to get our
hands around a very thorny problem without getting injured.

Finally, about one in the morning, we agreed
we couldn’t think of anything better than the plan we had. We
gathered our equipment and headed off in my truck.

None of us spoke as we drove through the dark
and empty streets.

Our first stop was the Salmon Street Springs.
Hank and Todd stood watch while Steve and I opened the control box,
rejiggering the fountain’s computers to a flow pattern
approximating Couch’s design. If this worked, the fountain would
sustain Naïda and keep her tied to Portland, though allowing her
more freedom than she’d had before. There were enough ley lines and
underground streams in this area that she’d still be connected to
the city.

Todd cut the lock on the job site’s chain
link fence, and we drove the truck up to the house, passing right
under the raised claw of the excavator. It waited atop the mound of
rubble where the other two houses had been, as though hungry for
more. I helped Steve push his way through the house’s defenses,
then left him there to talk with Naïda while Todd, Hank, and I
hauled tools and materials inside. We set up in the kitchen, close
to the sink.

After about an hour we were as done as we
were going to be. Steve had built a rough and sloppy pentacle of
brick on the kitchen floor, and I’d surrounded it with a circular
metal trough of water. A propane burner sat atop each point of the
pentacle, unlit, and Todd had rigged up some fans and vanes to send
air swirling around the thing in a clockwise direction.

A pipe led from the center of the pentacle to
the drain under the sink.

“Doesn’t look like much,” Hank said, poking
at the still-wet mortar.

“It’ll do,” said Steve.

As we’d worked, Naïda had sat watching, with
worry rolling off of her like cold air from an open freezer. The
plan was to temporarily transform her into elemental water, then
send her down the drain and through the sewers to the Salmon Street
Springs.

Nothing like this had ever been done
before.

Hank flicked an empty cigarette lighter,
striking sparks, and lit each of the propane burners. Then Todd
switched on the fans. The air began to whirl around the room,
dragging the water in its trough, and each of the little blue
flames moved in a clockwise circle. Under it all the brick pentacle
stood firm, lending its strength to the assemblage. I felt the flow
of the other world swirling in a vortex around the pipe in the
center.

“It’s time,” said Steve, and held out his
hand to the undine.

Naïda sat in the corner, shivering, and
hugged her knees tightly to her chest. A minor tremor shook the
earth. “I am not strong enough.”

I stood before her and placed my hands on her
shoulders. “There’s no other way.”

She looked up at me, those dark whirlpool
eyes now clouded over with fear. “Hold me,” she said, and flowed up
into my arms.

We stood together, drawing strength from each
other, until she felt ready. Then, still holding my left hand and
looking over her shoulder at me, she extended one foot into the
vortex.

The foot began to melt, to stretch and twist,
to flow into a new, inhuman shape.

And she screamed.

Even Steve, whose hearing was none too keen
these days, clapped his hands over his ears. Naïda’s scream was a
horrid, piercing thing that wrenched my gut even harder than her
hand clenched mine. The earth juddered and shook beneath us, making
the propane flames gutter.

“Stop it!” I shouted. “It’s killing her!”

Hank twisted the valve on the propane tank.
The flames puffed out, the vortex stilled, and Naïda’s foot
returned to its previous shape. She fell heavily against me,
sobbing into my shoulder.

“She was right,” I told my Guild colleagues.
“She’s too weak to take it.” She’d endured a week without
free-flowing water before I showed up, and hadn’t yet recovered her
full strength. If she stepped all the way into that pentacle, there
was no way she would survive.

And I couldn’t bear the thought of that.

A warm, wet hand laved my cheek. I opened my
eyes. “It is a pity we cannot marry,” Naïda said. “Then at least
you and I could be together for one lifetime.”

At that moment three facts snapped together
in my head.

The first fact was something about Oregon.
After a couple of years of backing and forthing, we’d finally
settled on a compromise in the gay marriage debate, and it was now
legal for same-sex couples to become registered domestic
partners.

The second fact was something about undines.
Undines are prone to fall in love with humans, but if they get
married, the undine becomes mortal.

The third fact was something about me. I was
crazy in love with Naïda, although I hadn’t really grasped the fact
until just now.

I explained my idea.

The five of us argued about it for hours.
There was no telling what the effect of a same-sex domestic
partnership with an undine might be, but Steve knew an awful lot
about the other world and he was pretty sure that only one of two
things was likely to happen.

One was that Naïda would turn mortal.
Portland might not be as prosperous as it was when she was an
undine, but as long as she was alive it would be okay. We’d have
one human lifetime to find another way to keep the city stable. And
Naïda and I would be together.

The other was that I would be destroyed for
my presumption.

I swallowed hard. I could run away, the way
I’d run from so many other relationships. Or I could risk my life
to save the city and get the girl.

“I’ll take the chance,” I said, and pulled
out my phone.

“Who the hell are you calling at this time of
night?” Hank asked.

“My ex Cindy. She works for the county
clerk’s office.”
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“H’lo?” Cindy muttered, when she finally picked
up.

“Hey, Cin, it’s Lou. I need a favor. A big
favor.”

There was a long eye-rubbing and sitting-up
pause. “How big?”

“Really, really big.” I explained what I
needed.

“Ohhh…kay,” she said at last. “But you’ll
need to have it notarized.”

I swallowed. “I’ll take care of that. You
just bring the form as soon as you can.”

Steve caught something in my face as I ended
the call. “What’s wrong?”

I explained the situation. “And I do know a
notary…”

“But?”

“You remember Mara?”

“Oh.”

Mara was the one ex I wasn’t on good terms
with. We’d stayed together longer than any of my other
relationships, but when we broke up…it was Bad with a capital B and
that rhymes with T and that stands for Traumatic. But even after
all that, I knew she still respected me. And I still trusted
her.

Amazingly, her number was still in my
phone.

•

“Pick up the phone, Mara, it’s Lou.” I repeated that
over and over as Mara’s voice mail message played itself out. I
kept repeating it after the beep. I knew she kept her phone machine
next to her bed. At least, she had when we’d been dating.

Please be home, I thought. Please please
please…

“Lou? Lou, you ham-handed bulldagger, do you
know what the fuck time it is?”

“I know what time it is, Mara. Listen, I need
something notarized and I need it right away. As in now, this
minute. It’s really, really important.”

A long pause. “This had better be good.”

“It’s a domestic partnership certificate.” I
swallowed. “For me.”

She literally laughed out loud. “For Ms.
Never-Gonna-Date-Again? Who’s the unlucky bride?”

“You’ll have to come here if you want to find
out.”

Another pause, then: “All right, where’s
‘here’?”

I grinned into the phone. Mara never could
resist a mystery.

•

Cindy showed up half an hour later, with the windows
brightening and the city beginning to rouse itself around us. Even
in sweats, with her hair all mussed, she was still perky. I’ve
never known how she manages it.

“Cindy,” I said after helping her up the
steps, “this is Naïda.”

“Whoa,” she said.

While Cindy was still goggling, Mara arrived,
in full lawyer drag complete with makeup and heels. “I have got to
see the woman who…”

She never finished that sentence. It was a
while before she finished any of her sentences, actually. First
time I’d ever seen her speechless.

We’d have to swear them both to secrecy, of
course. But the life of the city depended on this.

“Okay,” Cindy said after she’d calmed down a
little. “Here’s the form. You both need to show photo ID with proof
of age.”

I hauled out my driver’s license. For Naïda
we used the house’s address, gave 4/1/50 as the date of birth, and
made up a driver’s license number.

“You know I could lose my commission for
notarizing a false document,” Mara said as she crimped the form
with her notary public’s seal.

“If it comes to that,” I said, “we’ll testify
before the Secretary of State that you did it to save the city from
destruction by earthquake.”

“Yeah, that’ll help.” She slipped the seal
back into its leather case. Then she stood, hands on hips, and
regarded Naïda seriously for a moment. “Listen,” she said to the
undine, “are you sure you want to go through with this? Lou here
hasn’t ever made a long-term relationship work. She’s great with
her hands, but she isn’t willing to risk her heart.”

“This time it’s different,” I protested. But
deep down inside I wondered if I was only fooling myself. I’d been
infatuated before…

Then Naïda snuggled up next to me, her warm
heavy arm flowing over my shoulders. “I have been alone for too
many summers and too many winters,” she said. “I have been
ensnared, and I have been deceived, and I have been abandoned, but
I know that I can trust this Lou and that she will never let me go.
My heart yearns for her as the tides follow the moon.”

I turned and took Naïda in my arms. I had no
words.

Steve cleared his throat and pointed out the
window. The job site was beginning to stir. I nodded and took Naïda
over to where Cindy stood, while Steve and the others prepared the
pentacle again.

“Okay,” said Cindy, “I will now sign the
form. Then you’ll be all official.” She smiled at me. “I’m so happy
for you.”

I swallowed. We hadn’t told Cindy or Mara
about the possible consequences. In sixty seconds I’d be married…or
dead.

She signed the form.

Immediately I felt the forces of the other
world welling up around the two of us. They swirled and coalesced
like a waterfall of light, like a whirlpool of gravity, spinning
ever closer, ever tighter.

I looked into Naïda’s eyes.

And then came the change.

Suddenly I flowed, I surged, I rolled like
the tide. I smelled salt and tasted pure water. My vision
shimmered.

Cindy gasped. I turned toward her and felt
the currents swirling in my chest.

My coverall felt funny. It slipped away,
falling down my body, passing right through my limbs to land in a
soggy puddle on the linoleum. A moment later the water ran out of
the coverall and back up my legs. My shimmering, transparent
legs.

“I can feel…myself,” I said, feeling the air
gurgle past my lips. The words were inadequate, but they were all I
had to express the joy that overflowed my heart. After a lifetime
of working with water spirits, sensing their moods and flows, I had
become one myself. I understood my own heart now, in a way I’d
never been able to before. And I knew that I loved Naïda with every
drop of it.

Naïda too felt my heart’s flow, as I’d always
been able to feel hers. “Oh, my love,” she said, and took me in her
arms.

We flowed together, becoming a single fluid
entity, bonded and encompassed and powered by the strength of our
mutual love. Together we were more than strong enough. More than
strong enough for anything.

Outside the window, the excavator’s diesel
engine coughed to life.

“You’d better get going,” we said to Steve
and the rest, “before they tear this house down around your ears.
Thanks for everything.”

And then we dove into the center of the
pentacle, and down the drain.

We emerged at the Salmon Street Springs, just
beginning its daily show. The central jet streamed into the air and
we sailed with it, high above the joggers and the bicyclists and
the early commuters.

Our people, to protect and nurture
forever.

We laughed and danced together atop the
fountain’s sparkling waters.

•
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The airboat splashed to a stop outside the
dilapidated façade of 223 Collins Street. I hadn’t said a word but
the pilot had rightly figured this was the place to drop me. Even
without the five cops providing crowd control on the dock out
front, I knew it was the right place, too, coz I’d been here
before. I also knew I was about to face one of those dreaded
moments when the victim at the scene was someone with whom I’d been
acquainted.

I powered up my anti-grav pod, hauled myself
into the seat and strapped in. The idiots loitering in the drizzle
hoping to catch a glimpse of something dead really pissed me off. I
made a close calculation and just cleared the heads of the nearest
onlookers. I did shout “look out,” so it wasn’t entirely my fault
that half of them ended up face-down on the wet promenade.

“Thought they revoked your licence for that
thing,” Officer Jordan said.

“Just a wild rumour,” I said over my shoulder
as I hovered towards the lifts.

“Another one?” She smiled. “Lifts aren’t
working. Chief said use the fire stairs.”

Oh great. I leant forward to check for
downward traffic before I began my ascent. The tightly angled
stairwells in these late—nineteenth century buildings were not
designed for anti-grav manoeuvring; in fact, they wouldn’t be much
use in a fire. At least they’d only burn down to water-level these
days. Aggie and I—yeah, my inanimate anti-grav pod does have
a name—made our way up to what had once been the nineteenth floor,
but was now the fourteenth above high-tide canal level.

The fire door at the top opened directly into
the warehouse space of Napper Trading, which overflowed the entire
15,000 squares. Rows of metal shelving stretched in every direction
piled with terminals, naru-engine parts, jakka tools, odd pieces of
weaponry and satellite components, cranial fittings, vintage
hologram projectors, service bots, vid-screens, and even antique
radio and TV parts. The reception area was an old Teflon desk with
a metre of clear space around it. “What’s the deal?” I asked the
officer who was ferreting in the apparent havoc.

“Place has been ransacked,” she said. “I’m
looking for clues.”

“Wouldn’t bother,” I said. “This place
always looks like a lunatic looking for a whippet screw went
through at warp speed. Where’s…”

“Chief’s in the back with the Cutter and the
deader.” She pointed.

“The chief? He never leaves HQ.”

“Reckon this case has connections that
require his physical participation.”

I hovered in the direction of the chief, the
coroner and the body, keeping to the dead centre of the aisles in
case I brought a century’s worth of recycled tech down on my
head.

The sound of Chief Bascome’s gravelly voice
biting off orders prompted two medtechs to scuttle out of the
corner office, as if keeping their skin intact depended only on
getting out of his reach. This was strange indeed. In six years I
hadn’t known him to leave HQ, let alone attend a crime scene.

“You’re scaring the children, Chief,” I said
from the doorway to the room where Chief Bascome was leaning over
the corpse that lay in the crash chair, and Dr Huang Delta Anne was
crawling round the floor.

“Where in Hades have you been?” he
bellowed.

“Having my toenails buffed.”

The chief gave me the once-over, from my head
to where my feet would be if I had any, and snorted: “And my cat
has joined the space cadets.”

I ignored the dig. The casual observer might
think the old man didn’t like me, but in truth the chief loves me
like a daughter—okay, like the daughter he never wanted, but he
loves me nonetheless.

“Why are you so grouchy? After all,
that’s my uncle you’re prodding.” I floated over to take a
look.

“Jimmy Strong’s long past caring; and I
didn’t think you’d give a damn,” he stated.

“True.” I looked down at the deceased. Jimmy
wasn’t really my uncle—that being a scientific impossibility—but he
had co-habited with my aunt Juno for five years until last
summer. She’d insisted I call him Uncle, a request I avoided by not
calling him anything at all. Poor stupid bastard. He hadn’t been
good for much when he was alive, and now he was good for nothing at
all. Judging from the muscle spasm in the face that contained his
vacant eyes, even his brain would be rejected by the organ
banks.

“Where’s he been?” I asked, removing the
burnt-out lead from the socket behind his ear.

Delta Anne got to her feet. “No idea. The
external black box is scrambled.” She handed me the matchbox-sized
Data Locator Unit that, in situations not like this, records
a trawler’s route and flags the cords of places they wish to return
to. “All I can do now is tell you what killed him.”

“That’s obvious,” I remarked. “The real
question is why.”

“Take a guess,” the chief said. “Stupid
jerk—wrong place—wrong time.”

“That’s why we have to ask why,” I said.
“Jimmy didn’t go trawling, Chief. The man had a phobia about
cyspace. He dealt every kind of tech, but only ever hardware. And
look at this jack.” I indicated the dodgy skull socket. “This is a
bad pirate job. It’s not even fitted properly. Some backyard tech
implanted this in such a hurry it’s amazing Jimmy didn’t have a
stroke on the way home.”

The chief looked hopeful. “This might be a
stroke?”

“No way,” Delta Anne stated. “This is murder.
Capra is going to have to find out where he’s been.”

I smiled joylessly. Capra, that’s me. Agent
Capra Jane—cybercop, attached to the Southern Indian-Pacific Corps,
headquartered in Melbourne City. I trawl the mean streets of
Cy-city and the other virtual resorts—the ones that ordinary beat
cops fear to tread. And that doesn’t mean they’re gutless
and I’m some kind of hero. Far from it. In fact, even I’d
agree that statement says a boat-load about common sense versus
foolhardiness. They have it—common sense, that is—and I, well I
basically don’t give a shit.

I removed and studied the other end of the
lead that had introduced Dr Death to Jimmy’s cerebellum. It
couldn’t have been just inexperience that made him incapable of
protecting himself against the surge that effectively desiccated
his brain.

I glanced at the vibrating plasma-phone in my
forearm. It was my mother’s ID; the one with her “urgent” face. As
her idea of imperative differed greatly from mine, I figured she
could wait. I opened Aggie’s tool kit instead.

Delta Anne was right—the black box was
cactus; but at least it hadn’t fused to Jimmy’s Terminal Interface.
Once I cleaned out the charred wiring in the TI’s input socket, I’d
be able to jack in and use my own sensorpad to search the TI’s
internal black box. I could trace where Jimmy had gone trawling—or,
at least, where he’d last been.

“Capra Jane?” the chief said.

“Why are you here?” I asked him. “Since when
do you even leave your office?”

The chief ignored me. “Just do a prelim scout
for now, CJ. You’ll have a partner on this case.”

“Oh no, you know that always ends badly,
Chief.”

“Part of the exchange deal with the Space
League. We all get to pull duty with the RSL.”

“Returned Spacers,” I said in
horror.

Pouting seemed like the best response, but I
controlled myself. “There are only ever two reasons for space
jockeys to be classified ‘returned.’ Either they’ve been
sectioned-out coz they’re psycho from space fever, or
they’re old codgers who might not last the next voyage.”

I snapped a surge protector into the socket
I’d cleaned. It wouldn’t save me from a direct hit but it’d give me
a few seconds’ grace to get out if I saw an attack coming. I
opened Aggie’s deck to reveal the tools of my trade: the left-hand
keypad, calibrated precisely to the measured speed and dexterity of
my fingers; the cylindrical joystick, connected to my control-deck
by a long flex-wire; and, finally, a set of state-of-the art,
three-point tracer leads.

I logged in with my left hand, then removed
my hat and fitted the second point of the tracer lead to the skull
socket over my right ear. I palmed the joystick, picked up the free
end of the tracer lead, leant forward and jacked into the
terminal.

Jimmy Strong’s office and its occupants
dissolved around me as I made contact with the cyber matrix. It’s
never a good idea to keep your eyes open when the connection is
made, coz the shift in perception is kind of like stripping away
the reality of your existence.

But if you do, the rush out the other
side is exhilarating.

The tracer program began its hunt for the
entry or exit trail of the previous user, while I swerved bodiless
against the precipitous transparent walls of information that
surrounded me and progressed forever outwards in every
direction.

Waiting for entry induces a nausea that makes
mentally pacing this void unpleasant. None of this is necessary if
you know where you’re going, or what you want to access, but when
you’re tracking someone else, this is invariably how you have to
start. And the wait depends on the skill of the previous user. An
expert who doesn’t want to be followed can keep you out for several
minutes and then lay false trails all over the matrix. But idiots
like Jimmy can keep you at bay for longer simply coz they have no
idea what they’re doing, so there’s no logic to follow.

I received the sensory shove that indicated
re-entry and surged up and over—these being relative terms—the
splendid purple rim of the DaerinCorp Research Foundation’s feeder
link and into the record banks of their research division.

Shit, Jimmy, what were you up to? I
followed his trail, which paused at the towering data stacks of
DaerinCorp’s Future Projects Division, which, not surprisingly,
he’d been unable to get into. Even I don’t have clearance
for that level access, despite my badge and closer family ties to
Daerin’s board of directors.

An odd shimmer below caught my attention. It
appeared someone else had piggybacked on Jimmy’s poorly executed
hack. I wondered if the hitch had been intentional or the trawler
had just been passing and decided to latch on. I slowed my onward
motion to try and make out the tag name but couldn’t quite…
Whoa!

A virtual quiver in the matrix at my back
sent an orgasmic frisson curling into my brain.

Nice—but, naturally, I spun
around.

Nothing and no one. Not that I could see
anyway.

I could, however, sense someone laughing.

I returned to the original trail but suddenly
everything went black.

This was followed by a rippling sensation and
the realisation that the mid-section of Jimmy’s trail had been
fried, and his last port of call was about to cross paths with my
current position.

Twin moons glowed overhead, the sound of
smooth reko-jazz filled my ears and a neon sign ahead blinked:
‘Beer, Boys and Babes.’

Downside?

The usual moment of rational dislocation was
replaced by the familiar, as the holographic-construct of Cy-city’s
shanty town folded around me.

What the hell were you doing here, Jimmy
Strong? Back in the real-world my left hand worked the key pad
to access one of my avatar cloaks. Form—mine—materialised out of
the matrix and I found myself standing in one of the maze of back
alleys near the notorious Pit Club.

“About time,” growled a metal-plated
Neanderthal who was aiming a Rat Gun at me.

I flung myself sideways, tucked myself into a
roll to get my feet under me, then hit the ground running—I
love running—around the nearest corner and out of immediate
harm’s way; while my real fingers, in that other reality, flew
across the sensorpad searching for an exit. I found it, reached for
the terminal connection point and jacked out so suddenly that I
flipped backwards across Jimmy’s office.

While I waited for the interference in my
brain to clear I realised that someone was swearing up a storm. I
opened my eyes to find myself upturned and hovering over a sprawled
Chief of Police.

“That was a stupid place to stand,” I said,
drifting away so I had a clear area in which to turn right-way up.
The motion, combined with perception-residue from the trawl, had a
hokey affect on my vision. Still upside-down, the shadows in the
far corner of the room seemed to be alive with…with deeper
shadows.

Ack! I haven’t done this flipping
nonsense for years. Used to happen all the time when I first
acquired Aggie. Caused me a great deal of aggravation—hence, the
best reason for her name.

“Why’d you come out so fast?” the Chief
asked. “You were screaming blue murder.”

“A reject from a horror vid tried to take me
out with a Rat Gun,” I said. “Think he was waiting in case Jimmy
came back. Or maybe for whoever came in after Jimmy was shot.”

“Your Uncle was shot?”

“Yes and no, Chief,” I said.

“Well there’s no sign of a struggle,” he
said. “So he must’ve known who did this.”

“Why?”

“For the killer to be here and walk right up
to him…”

“He wasn’t killed here,” Delta Anne said.

“What, so this is a body dump?”

“No. It was feedback.” Delta Anne turned
Jimmy’s head indelicately to reveal the scorched flashpoint round
the socket.

“So his socket blew a fuse?”

“Not exactly,” said Delta Anne. “This
is more like a powder-burn from close proximity to a
weapon.”

The Chief looked exasperated.

“The Doc means Jimmy was here, when he was
killed elsewhere,” I said.

“Feedback,” Delta Anne said again.

“A Rat Gun,” I elaborated.

“Knew I should’ve retired last month,” the
Chief said. “Now, about your new partner Capra…”

“Not gonna happen, Chief,” I said, distracted
again by the weird shift in the shadow that shrouded the back of
the room. I shook my head.

“No choice, CJ. This comes from High Command.
Five Spacers have been missing for nearly two months and, according
to their envoy, their case leads to your Uncle.”

I laughed. Jimmy Strong dealt with
crooks—it’s why the thing with Aunt Juno was doomed—but he wasn’t
himself a bad guy.

“You find that amusing?” The shade within the
darkness spoke for the first time.

“Yep,” I acknowledged, then turned back to
the Chief. “Let me guess. Secret Agent Shadow here is from the
League of Space Loons. Chief, you know they have, had a
gripe with Jimmy coz he whistleblew their smuggling racket.”

“I’m not with the Returned Spacers
League.”

The Chief looked like he was about to enjoy
something way too much. “Agent Capra Jane,” he said, “meet Captain
Zanzibar Black—of HomeWorld Security”. He indicated the shadow that
was stepping out of the inky-dark, still morphing into something
tangible. Literally. Not that the Chief saw the transformation. His
eyes were on me for some reason; and my eyes clearly needed testing
coz I was seeing things…

Oh.

And crap! My world tilted as the
darkest of hours-past engulfed my soul with all their
reality: the nightmares, the peace, and the fabulous
imaginings.

I’d long ago chucked the deluding meds that
had made me relive the too-real bad, while yearning for the clearly
impossible. The constant mind-shift from blood-spattered trenches
to an irresistible beguine, from the pits of hell to a dance of
sheer reckless joy, had been way too much.

“CJ? You okay?”

Frak’n hell—flashbacks are a bitch! I
hadn’t had one for seven years; until this slight shift in
perception, this trick of the limited light had turned a ghostly
shade to a shimmer of such beguiling colour…

Maybe my implant needs realignment.

“Capra Jane!”

“Yes, Chief,” I said, blinking to re-focus on
the now completely corporeal HomeWorld rep.

Oh my!

Captain Black: eyes—green or blue, or green;
hair—short and blood-red; mouth—perfect.

Zanzibar Black: sex on two long, long
leather-clad legs.

“You sure?” he patted my arm.

“Yes. Chief. I’m sure.”

“That wasn’t quite the reaction I was
anticipating.”

“Why were you expecting anything?” I
glared at him and collected my senses, before turning to the
Amazonian spook from Espionage HQ. “Here are you—who. Why?”

“That’s more like it,” the Chief said.

I ignored him and raise my eyebrows at
Captain Black, waiting; as if I’d made perfect sense.

She had the grace to simply answer, “The late
Mr Strong met with two of the missing Spacers.”

“Returned Spacers came to Jimmy all the time
to catch up on the history they’d missed while out beyond the Belt.
He’s the only merchant in the Free Zones who dealt the old tech. I
assume they were cleanskins.”

“Yes. But only the men came to Mr
Strong.”

“Well yes, of course,” I said. “The women
from the Jump Ships have no need. It’s only the men who are banned
from implants.”

Zanzibar Black shrugged—eloquently.

How was that even possible?

“In between meeting the Spacers and them
going missing, Mr Strong also made contact with a Judah
Plenty.”

Uh-oh. I always knew that connection was
gonna bite Jimmy on the arse. I steered my pod over to the bank of
computers, hovered higher, retrieved a framed vid-image and handed
it to Black. “They were in the same unit in the Border War.”

“I’m aware of that.” She glanced at the faded
picture of Jimmy and his mates with the low-rider tank they’d
liberated from the Raven Brigades. “But as you know, Agent Capra,
ex-pilot Judah Plenty is now a known slave trader.”

I looked Zanzibar Black up and down,
slowly—mostly because the view was great—before nodding. “If he’s
so known, Captain Black, why haven’t your lot shut him
down?”

“Please, call me Zan,” she said—for no good
reason at all. “Plenty’s connections have been…”

“Let me guess, Plenty-useful to HomeWorld
Security,” I finished for her. I was trying valiantly to
appear interested in late-Jimmy, bad-Judah, lost-Spacers or
anything, while an aural flashback this time—a soft whispering of
my name—began liberating my libido from its four-year
hibernation.

The Chief cleared his throat. “CJ, return to
HQ and report to Chief Jayla Ellen so she can intro your new
partner.”

“What?” I looked from the Chief to… “Aren’t
you my partner, Captain Black? Zan.”

“No. A Returned Spacer, one Milo Decker, will
do the field work with you. He is a League member, and a cleanskin,
just like those who are missing.”

“Oh.” Damn.

The Chief waved his data-strap over my
touchscreen and Aggie thrummed to attract my attention. I read,
aloud, all about my newest liability. “Ensign Milo Decker. Stellar
cartographer. Born Geelong, January 4, 2040. Shit!”

“What?” he asked.

“This bloke’s nearly ninety!”

“Technically he’s only eighty-seven,”
Zanzibar Black said.

“Is that a problem?” The Chief flexed his
eighty-three-year-old muscles in some kind of strange manly
pose—which did not a thing for me.

“No, Chief, unless it’s combined with a
lifetime in those Jump Ships flashing around the galaxy at fifty
times the speed of light, exploring new worlds and fighting the
Sakaas for the mineral rights to every asteroid they pass.

“Those spacers, especially the old codgers,
have big trouble re-assimilating. This I know from personal
experience. My Great Aunt Marin drove us batty every time she came
home, just on leave, until she discovered the jetcar circuit. And
she’s only sixty-six. And this one,” I protested, “this one
will be old and whacko. Sixty-eight years in the Space
League and the guy’s still an ensign!”

“He might surprise you,” Captain Black
said.

“Don’t like surprises,” I snarled; but not at
her.

I glared at the Chief, who cajoled, “Hey,
he’s healthy. There aren’t that many of us left. You should be
nicer to us.”

“Why? You blokes brought the shit on
yourselves.”

I began securing my gear, until two other
things occurred to me: Zanzibar Black was also a cleanskin; and
therefore, “Is this Spacer of yours bait?” I asked.

“Of course not, Capra Jane. And yes, I too am
tech-free.” As she ran her hands through her hair in demonstration,
my skin tingled with way-more than lust. It was almost an erotic
prompt or sensual proposal.

Bloody hell—these weren’t flashbacks.
Well, not all of them.

The damn woman was a telepath.

No, Capra Jane. It’s not
that simple. Look at me.

Okay. So although I ‘heard’ that in my head,
and knew without doubt that no one in this room had ‘spoken’ those
words, I did as I was asked. I looked at Zanzibar Black…and
marvelled at the truth.

I am Beninzay. A second
generation hybrid.

While Zan was having a quiet little chat with
my mind, an oblivious the Chief was searching his pockets. That
means she…you, that means you can also turn invisible.

I felt rather than heard her laugh—and it was
a joyous thing.

It’s camouflage Capra, not
invisibility. But we do have skills that even urban myth hasn’t
dreamt up yet.

“CJ, go back to work.”

“Right. Yes, Chief.”

Later, Capra
Jane.

I didn’t want to ‘think’ anything revealing;
well, than I already had—bugger—so I just left.

It took me ten minutes to get back to SIP
Corps HQ but an hour later I was still hovering around the Chief’s
44th floor office. On my own. Bored out of my brain.

Report to the Chief the Chief had said.
Problem was the Chief Bascome’s new Co-Director of Operations was
nowhere to be found. And there’s only so much you can do in
someone’s space without resorting to hacking their Terminal. I’d
already gone through her drawers.

Sure Chief Jayla’s office—in one of the
causeways built back in 2051 between the Eureka and Southern Cross
Towers—had a great panorama; but it was no more spectacular than
the view from my apartment. Hers took in the Great Southern
Harbour, which comprised old Port Phillip Bay, the tidal flow of
the Yarra River—the lower reaches of which still flowed under there
somewhere—and the multitude of inner waterways that formed our
island city. Mine overlooked the canals that threaded what had long
ago been the streets of Melbourne City. Whatever the view, it was a
bloody lot of water.

“Ah, Agent Capra.”

Finally! I directed Aggie to face the
side door, through which Chief Rho Jayla Ellen had entered her own
office. At thirty-seven she was the youngest SIP agent ever to take
the Corps’ top job, and therefore one of the Southern Hemisphere’s
highest command positions. She deserved it; and even Chief Bascome
admitted she was damn good at “their” job. The fifty-year age
difference between the two Chiefs was seen as a good thing by all
who gave those things any thought. Not that the old man had a
choice. All positions of any import held by men across the Southern
Indian-Pacific had to be shared by the Alpha-Omegas. The Clan could
hold solo positions but the boys had to share. And there was no use
complaining; it was all their own fault.

Chief Jayla tossed me a coffee tube then
thwarted any possible complaint on my part. “Your new partner is a
done deal, Agent Capra.”

I sighed and cracked my tube. Instantly-hot
coffee fizzed as its perfect aroma jazzed my nostrils. I took a
sip. “But an old codger?”

She shrugged. “HomeWorld Security’s
choice.”

“So where is he?”

“He entered HQ about forty minutes ago.
Probably sorting gear.”

“He’s an eighty-seven-year-old ensign. He’s
probably lost.”

“Go find him then, so he can help you find
your uncle’s killer.”

“He’s not my uncle,” I smiled. I got
as far as the open main door before she finally stated the bloody
obvious. I manoeuvred to face her.

“You realise that HomeWorld Security’s
interest makes this more than a simple murder.”

“No such thing as a simple murder, Chief.
Even a snap domestic homicide carries a shitload of baggage.”

“But this could prove delicate.”

I laughed. “You realise I don’t do delicate,
Chief. I don’t care about the politics; don’t really even give a
shit about Jimmy Strong. I just do the job and go home.”

“Denial might be why you’re so good at your
job.”

Denial? “You trying to shrink me,
Chief?”

“I wouldn’t dare. I’ve read your file, Agent
Capra. I know why you are…you.”

I seriously doubt that. “Yeah? We
should compare notes some time.”

“Over dinner?”

Oh great! The new Chief was flirting with
me. When I smiled—a yes and no—an uncomfortable prickle
scrambled up my spine, as if Aggie had sparked me right through my
coccyx. I backed out of the office and into something that
shouldn’t have impeded my exit.

I turned to find one of the finest specimens
of manhood I’d ever seen, sprawled on his back in a silk Jimani
suit. Not my type at all, in any sense—but definitely
beautiful. And despite a strangeness about him, I contemplated
taking him home for my mother.

This was the second bloke Aggie had flattened
today though; maybe she’d developed a thing against minority
groups. Speaking of which, I realised Chief Bascome was also in the
passageway; loitering and laughing.

“That better not be directed at me,
Chief.”

“I’m laughing at your old codger,” he said,
pointing. “Milo Decker.”

“What,” I began, and then ran out of
ideas.

“To allay your fears about my ability to
assimilate, I do not suffer from space fever or any other
stress-induced syndrome and I’ve never been on a Jump Ship,” Decker
announced.

“I apprised him of your concerns,” the Chief
mocked. I scowled at him.

“But yes, Agent Capra, I was born in
2040 and I have been in space for sixty-eight years,
although for me it was more like five.”

Oh—frakn—no.

“I was part of the original Australian Probe
Ship Mission.”

“Give me strength!” I begged. “How long have
you been back?”

It hit me then, that what was stranger than
the thing I’d half-noticed earlier— that Handsome had a full head
of hair and no implants—was the fact that this cleanskin was so
young.

No, take that back. The huge oddity
was the fact that he was a man so young.

“One month,” he was saying.

I turned on the Chief and snarled, “You
assigning me a techno-retard as a partner?”

“Calm down. He’ll catch on quick.”

“Realise I sound like a walking cliché,
Chief,” I began.

“I don’t mean to be offensive Agent Capra,”
Decker interrupted, “but I doubt you could be a walking
anything.”

Valuable commodity he might be, but Ensign
Decker had just demanded an arse-kicking. I pinned him to the wall
before he realised I’d moved. “Your file says you’re
eighty-seven-years-old, Decker,” I said quietly. “What’s your
calculation?”

“Twenty-three,” he stammered.

“Good, so by anyone’s calendar, you’re old
enough to know that it’s unacceptable to say what you just
said.”

“Yes, Agent. But you called me
retarded.”

“Technologically retarded is what I said.
That referred to an educational inadequacy, not your
physical appearance. Did not call you brainless, did I?”

“No,” he replied.

“Then do not ever point out that I am
legless. Got it?”

He nodded.

“Good,” I said, and hovered off down the
hall. “You coming?”

Twenty minutes later I was sitting in my
office crash chair, hot-wiring the lead wire from an elderly
virtual reality helmet into my TI so I could piggy-back
Ensign Decker into Cy-city.

“So, we’re going inside the computer?” he
said.

“No. We’re going to use the Terminal
Interface to hitch a ride into the matrix of cyberspace and go
anywhere we like.”

“Except we don’t leave this room.”

“Of course not,” I replied.

“I’m having trouble with this.”

“They must have had some kind of cyber tech
sixty-eight years ago.”

“I’m sure they did,” Decker replied.
“But my experience was limited to what was relevant to my training.
Preparation for my voyage began when I was six. It was a combo of
survival skills and firearm drills, plus advanced biology and
stellar cartography. My only personal interest at the time was
archaeology.” He shrugged. “I wanted to explore the old San
Francisco ruins.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Gone now.”

“Yeah,” Decker grumbled. “Guess I’ll have to
learn to pilot a sub to realise that dream.”

“OK, so that was then,” I said, handing him
the helmet. “What’s stopped you since?”

Decker smiled. “Since? Agent Capra, you
forget that by my body clock I was only gone for five years—during
which time I mapped the Margolin quadrant and the entire sector
between Allyo and Jajaray.”

“That’s quite a bit of space.” I was
genuinely impressed. “But I can’t process that you’re a
twenty-three-year-old who’s been alive for eight-seven years.
Travelling at light speed always was beyond my
understanding.”

“Try going offworld for five years and
returning to find your little sister’s a great-grandmother,” he
said. “I was eighteen when the Australian Mission left Earth. Our
Light Ship was at the cutting edge of state-of-the-art; we were
so advanced we were still science fiction.

“By travelling at the speed of light,
months as you know them passed like days for us. Our voyage lasted
five years; but decades went by back here. We thought we’d been
contacted by an advanced alien culture when we came across a Jump
Ship on our way home. Those things travel at up to six
billion kilometres a second. They can flip to Titan and be
home for dinner. We felt like dinosaurs.”

“Well, prepare your dino balls for another
future shock, kid,” I said.

Decker looked nervous and pointed at my
vid-screen. “And there’s really a city in there.”

“Not in there,” I corrected him. “And not
even—more logically—in the bio-cell vault which is in
there.” I stroked the translucent purple interface deck that
shielded the banks of neural gel-cells and my nano-tech maintenance
crew.

“Cyspace is out there; everywhere in
non-space.” I waved my hands in the general direction of
nowhere in particular, trying to find words for a concept that was
incomprehensible—until you’d seen it.

“It’s an artificial alternate universe. And
yes there are cities there. Our beat is Cy-city or, more
often, Downside; a sprawling shantytown of cabo halls, blues bars,
data saloons and holo-brothels. It’s in a hundred back alleys off
the old Information Superhighway.”

Decker looked like he was in pain.

“It’s like imagining information.
Parts of cyberspace are still just stacks of data or ribbons of
info; at least that’s what it looks like when you’re trawling. When
you access something specific, however, you can actually see it.
Although what it looks like depends on how it was stored in
the first place. Much of the old stuff is just dry, endless reams
of figures, words or images—some flat, some 3D, some
holo-fabrications. Like what you’d see on your vid-screen or
projected via a holo-imager.

“More recent or imaginative info is like a
full-on interactive vid. You can view it unplugged, but when
you jack into cyspace, through a Navigation Controller like
CC-Fly or ParaWeb, then you see and feel that information as a
version of reality.

“For example the stuff you charted on your
voyage would appear, all around you, exactly as you saw it,
and logged it, in person out there.” I waved in the direction of
outer space realising I was giving Decker directions to the same
‘nowhere in particular’ that I’d called cyberspace.

“You don’t see it with your eyes though,
right?” Decker said.

“Well, I don’t,” I said, “coz my skull
implant is connected directly to my brain’s visual cortex. You,
however, will be seeing things the old-fashioned way, coz you have
to receive the data via the visor. Assume you’ve at least used one
of these before.”

He rammed the thing on his head. “For
games.”

“Games?”

“We each have our own skills,” Decker stated.
“While you’ve been scragging this inorganic ersatz universe, I’ve
been flipping through the real thing cataloguing star systems and
making contact with new species.”

“Okay, Game Boy; this works the same. Images
and sound get delivered via the visor and, just as you once
believed you were in the crew lounge on Asimov Base, or fighting
the Granks in a space battle, now you will know you’re in
Cy-city.

“The cities in cyspace are way more than
virtual reality; they are, in a sense, virtually real. It’s the
ultimate head-trip coz you’re not confined by a program that
generates a game. You can go anywhere that information is stored,
and everywhere you go takes you somewhere else, even if it’s
just back to the central matrix, which is a misnomer coz
it’s not at the centre, and there’s actually more than one
of them. Cyberspace is like real space; it has no centre, no edges,
and no top or bottom—and it’s an expanding universe.”

“But it’s not real,” Decker was still
unsure.

I laughed. “No, it’s not real. But
real is a relative term, just like time and space. You of
all people should understand that.”

Decker grunted. “So how can you be a
cybercop?”

“Why you’d want to be one is a better
question,” I said. “When people started spending half their lives
in cyspace, for recreation, knowledge exchange, propaganda or
profit, some bright spark came up with the idea of creating virtual
spaces where trawlers could meet—anonymously, by using
avatars.”

Decker shrugged. “You mean you could
lie.”

“Yes, you could lie. You could be
anybody or thing you wanted—including yourself. You could reveal
the you that had zilch to do with an ugly face or a lack of arms,
or any real-world signifiers that supposedly describe
you but really just label you as a mottle-skinned, bi-gendered
accountant.

“Then a pair of tech-heads co-named
Breckinridge Fink, took the virtual notion, juiced it with
imagination and made it tangible. They established ParaWeb, and
turned parts of cyberspace into permanent holographic constructs of
the landscape of the cyber matrix.

“Breckinridge Fink built Downside, Cy-city
and BerinSpace but it was only a dash before competing NavCons and
matrix architects went on-line. Suddenly there were trade regions,
cities and resorts like CaraBazaar and ParisBo. They’re still
amazing amalgams of ultra-tech and unfettered creativity; where
blissful paradise meets darkest nightmare in the same scape; and
where the avenues and edifices are blended fact and fiction. It’s a
wondrous hybrid of myth and common reality.”

“I’m waiting for the but,” Decker said as I
leant over to adjust the audio flaps on his helmet.

“But it is beset, naturally, by that
parasitic by-product of all human endeavours.”

“What’s that?”

“Crime,” I snarled. “And more varieties of it
than you’d ever think possible. I might be a cybercop but when I
enter cyspace I’m going where there is no law. My badge,
your new badge, no badge, same thing. The rules, such as
they are, are loosely guided by a century-old, free-market
code of honour that is just that: an honourable, civilised kind of
thinking. And ‘thinking’ is the only truly operative word,
concept and act in the whole of cyspace. It’s a region that works
cleanly and honestly—in its intentions.

“Bad elements, however, turn up wherever
there’s a buck to be made or a drek to push around; so we are
tolerated coz we proved ourselves to be useful. But, until the
NavCons ask for an official SIP Corps presence we’re merely bounty
hunters or secret agents, using cyspace just like everyone else
does, to get or pass info. Don’t be fooled though; it’s as
dangerous for cops in cyspace as it is on any streetside
posting.”

I jacked Decker’s tracer lead into my TI deck
to check the calibration. I hadn’t used something as hokey as a VR
helmet in decades.

“When you enter any cyspace city or resort,”
I continued, “you sling on a Cloak, or adopt an avatar, of anything
you like. While there you can eat, drink, talk or listen to a
rantan band; you can have mind-blowing sex in a holo-brothel,
without risk of disease; you can even pick a fight and have the
crap beaten out of you if that’s your quirk.

“If you’ve got an implant, like mine, you’ll
actually feel and taste it all. Your avatar will bleed and
bruise but the experience leaves no mark on your real body at home
in its crash chair. But, coz your brain thinks it’s real,
your endorphins get triggered, your adrenalin pumps and up goes
your blood pressure. If your heart can’t take it, your brain will
shut it down. If your mind can’t take it, then there’s a
tank-load of cybertherapists listed in the Yellow Files.”

Decker shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

“You should be nervous, Decker. Life
is strange enough out here, but our beat trawls the seriously
weird. Have I put you off yet? Or are you going to lower your visor
and take a look for yourself? Make up your mind, Ensign Decker, coz
I’m going now.”

The noise that followed me into the matrix
told me Decker was right behind me. He sounded like he’d been
thrown out of Jump Ship that was still warping through space.

“Fraaakn-ell!”

My left hand keyed in the cords for Downside
and, as the public entry point for the town materialised around us,
I accessed my Cloak and chose an appropriate avatar for my new
partner.

“Turboshit, what a charge!” Decker
exclaimed.

The permanently rain-slicked main street
reflected the neon-lit, forever night-time world of Downside.
Tonight, that being a relative term, the footpaths of Bernezlee
Alley were crowded with trawlers of every description, and there
was music, conversations, arguments and laughter spilling from
every establishment down the strip.

“Close your mouth Decker, you look like an
idiot; particularly considering how you’re dressed.”

He looked down, then swivelled to catch his
reflection in a window. He had to search for himself coz the person
who looked back at him was not only barely-dressed, but
didn’t look a bit like him.

“What is this?” he demanded.

“Apollo,” I replied. “Thought you’d look good
in a toga.”

“Yeah?” he snarled. “Well I like your
legs, Agent Capra, but who are you supposed to be?”

“Incognito! As are you, Ensign
Apollo,” I responded tartly.

Whatever Cloak I adopt, and this time I’d
chosen a fem-punk variation, I always grant myself killer
legs; so I decided against punching Decker in the mouth for
mentioning them again. I headed off down Bernezlee towards The
Bender. A sleazy nightclub was always the place to start.

“There’s one thing I still don’t understand,”
Decker trailed after me.

“Just one?” I reacted involuntarily to the
vibration of my plasma-phone. I raised my real arm long enough to
hear my mother snapping: “Jane, this really is urgent” then waved
the call off.

“If you can get beat up here and there’s no
mark on your real body, how was Strong killed here?”

“There’s a wicked illegal little device
called a Rat Gun that gives a badarse electric shock or, if it hits
just the right spot, a synaptic power surge. If a drek with
one of those takes a dislike, you’re fried toast in seconds. The
last thing you’d ever see, while lying in a Downside gutter, is
these neon lights. But your body, and a skull full of soup
or dust, will be found in your crash chair at home still jacked
into your terminal. Just like Jimmy.”

“Do these murders ever get solved?”
Decker asked.

I thumbed myself. “Best clean-up rate in the
Corps. Hope you’re not gonna ruin my record, Ensign.”

“Hope you’re not gonna spend our entire
partnership being patronising,” Decker remarked amiably.

Five minutes later we were sconced in a
Bender booth, waiting for a drink and listening to a very bad
rantan artiste.

“What is he trying to do?” Decker
asked.

“Can’t do it, that’s his problem.”

“Is it supposed to be music?”

“You sound like my mother. Yes, this
is supposed to be music. Not this bloke though; he should be
refried.”

A five-note chime announced the return of our
bartend Beano, a snake-skinned rogue who growled at Decker, “Sit
back, mavrak.”

“Righto,” Decker snarled back.

I glared at Decker then smiled at Beano.
“He’s a virgin,” I apologised.

Beano grunted: “K’n tourists,” and slid back
to the bar.

“What’s with him or whatever that was?”

“He’s a bartend. It’s his prerogative to be
mean as batshit—if he wants.”

Decker tasted his burly and curled his lip.
“Seems pointless if you can’t taste it.”

“Pointless to you, maybe,” I shrugged.
“Tastes vivid to me, like riko juice and deepsouth bourbon.”

I scanned the patrons for the tag-signs of my
snitches. The crowd this night was a spicy mix of mean-faced
dealers, xotic-limbed hosties looking to score, club ragers, and
chronic barflies. The latter were lazy dreks who’d missed the point
of trawling and only ever came to drink and ogle.

“Incognito?”

“What?” I asked.

“Sorry. I didn’t know what to call you,”
Decker said.

“Incognito’s good,” I smiled. “Did you want
to call me something for a reason?”

“Yeah. I was wondering how you lost
your legs. Bascome said it was in the Border War but…” Decker
recognised my expression for what it was. He took a breath and
pressed on regardless. “It’s just that I don’t know anything about
that conflict, not having been here and all. It must have been hell
to deal with, I mean…”

“The war or the legs?” I squinted at him. I
had no intention of letting him off the hook for asking such a
personal question so soon in our relationship. It didn’t matter
that I felt remarkably comfortable with this young man. I rarely
took to anyone quickly, but Decker possessed a strangely intimate
quality. Either that or I was drunk.

“Both, I guess,” he muttered. “I mean how do
you deal with a physical loss like that? And, um, what I did
hear about the northern trenches was…scarifying.”

Poor bastard still had a lot to learn about
social etiquette, so I gave him a point for refusing to
pretend he was sorry about broaching an inappropriate
subject.

“The legs thing is not a subject for
today, Decker. Okay? Spose it is a good bar story—how I lost
them in a swivel grenade blast—but there’s nothing you need
to know about that. And what you might want to know is a
matter of public record. Go look it up. Also, I have no intention
of helping you comprehend a near-decade of bloody warfare by
letting you inside my head.”

Decker’s Apollo-visage smiled a genuine
apology; so I smiled back.

“Besides, my ringside account wouldn’t give
you an objective view. You’d just get my anger, my gunsight and my
nightmares. And believe me you don’t want to know about my
nightmares.”

Or my escape. That incredible dance on the
edge of utter abandon. I took a swig of burly. I hadn’t told a
soul about that imagined passion with my exotic lover. Weird that
it was the second time today, and the first time in years, it had
come to mind. The memory felt like a coiled snake of pure elation
had shifted in my chest.

“History is never objective,” Decker said.
“It’s always written by the…”

“The winners, I know. And we were the
winners, so from me you’d get double-subjective, coz personally I
think we should’ve walled the Raven Brigades into their precious
enclaves afterwards. They’re a scourge, liable for more life damage
on this planet than any other group since humans first stood
upright and worked out how to whack someone else over the head with
a rock.”

“Easy to say with hindsight,” Decker nodded.
“But back before the Raven Corporation was so blatantly
manipulative, they…”

I snorted. “Rackers! You do need a
history lesson, Decker. Manipulative is how Raven Corp began;
genocidal is how its brigades ended up. That we didn’t know about
it for half a century just shows how deceitful they were. But let’s
start with the World War, precipitated by the fuel crisis…. Oh, but
you were here in 2047 weren’t you? So you’d remember—bad war, good
result; coz it led to the International Power Pact.”

“I was seven.” Decker grinned.

“Oh, reality check,” I groaned. “I wasn’t
even born then; and now I’m ten years older than you. Okay, so as a
kid you were oblivious to the rumour, later proven, that the fuel
crisis was facilitated by the Raven Corporation.

“Then, after you left earth, the United
Nations’ Eugenics Moratorium was abandoned after a decade of legal
stoushes over the ‘right to free trade’ bankrupted the UN. The
resulting Gene Trade Disputes, while an obvious outcome of an
economic system with no controls, were just legal money-spinning
clashes of ego and marketing between the world’s largest
gene-makers like the US Genofactory, EuroGene and Raven Corp.

“But, having opened the market to free trade,
these egos then tried to control it; but buggered themselves by not
noticing the emergence of an international blackmarket,
orchestrated by the secret Raven Corp Brigades.

“The once morally-respectable Gene Trade took
a back seat to the truly free but illegal street trade. And, in a
decline reminiscent of the previous century’s drug wars, the gene
trade soon degenerated into armed skirmishes, then major border
conflicts and finally the full-blown Gene War of 2060.

“The latter made the Gene Traders, especially
Raven Corp, rich beyond belief but even their wealth couldn’t
protect them when one of their own, that lunatic Ferry Barcolin,
let loose the Mantaray retrovirus in 2063. And you do know
the result of that, Decker, coz of what you are now you’re
home.

“But,” I continued, making the most of the
soapbox I hadn’t intended to climb on, “out of every parcel of
man-made shit—and I used the word man quite
deliberately—comes something good; and in 2067 we got the very best
that civilised human beings could come up with: the Alpha-Omega
Accord.

“The AOA enabled First Contact, the
Interplanetary Exchange, unprecedented techno-progress, world peace
until—and again after—the seven-year Border War; which was, of
course, initiated by feral remnants of the Raven Brigades.

“These are the bare dry facts, Decker, and
all a matter of historical record. You want colour? Go to the
holomuseum. Maybe, if you stick around long enough I’ll tell you my
legs story. Until then it’s personal, and it’s history—much like my
actual legs.”

Decker looked like I’d beaten him around the
face with an old-fashioned encyclopaedia; and then he smiled. No
idea why that delighted me as much as it did. It was very
disturbing.

“It was Second Contact,” he said.

“What?”

“Your wonderful Alpha-Omega Accord enabled
Second Contact. Our Probe Ship made First Contact. We traded with
the Creons, lived with the Benin; hired several Avanirs as
pilots.”

“That may well be Ensign—but if the Jump
Ships hadn’t found your vessel out there beyond the Belt we’d never
have known what you did or who you met.”

Decker smiled again. “Except for the strange
stories those other spacefarers would’ve told about our
passage.”

I shrugged. “True. But right now—apart from
warning you that one of my way-weird snitches is about to join
us—there’s only two stories we need to know about each other in
order to bond. And they are that you are one of only four
thousand human males on this planet with viable sperm; and I
am Lambda Capra Jane of the Alpha-Omega Clan.”

My snitch was a tech-trader called Zippo
Farqar. Tonight his avatar was a scaly humanoid with antlers and
piercings. He sat, I ordered him a stinger, he sniffed at
Decker.

“Weird one, this.”

“True,” I agreed.

“No. I mean frak’n weird,” Zippo
insisted.

“How do you recognise each other if you’re
always switching avatars?” Decker asked.

Zippo sniffed again. “Pheromones.”

I grabbed Zippo’s antler but addressed
Decker. “Every trawler has a batch of tags; separate
people-specific codes we can exchange. I enter Downside with my
Farqar-tag switched on. If he’s in, and wants to meet, he finds me.
Or vice versa. If incognito is preferred, the tags stay off or
ignored.”

“Ah, she’s a cleanskin,” Zippo said, running
a talon across Decker’s hand.

The reaction was instant, and bone-crushing.
Zippo nursed three fingers.

“Impulse-control not your thing?” I asked my
new partner.

“Do I look like a she?” Decker
asked.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. “Downside is
the great lie, remember.”

“Want my intel, or not?” Zippo asked.

“Want,” I nodded.

“Okay. Uncle J came Downside three times. Or
three times shared his tags.”

“I gave Zippo the master ID to Jimmy’s tags,”
I explained to Decker.

“First time, he asked all around for word on
stem factories, organ harvests and gene therapy.”

“What the frak for?” That made no sense.
Jimmy cared bugger-all for anything but hard-tech.

Zippo shrugged. “Second, he got took to a
Zen-den down Styx Alley.”

“Which one?” I asked, giving Decker the
‘later’ signal before he asked the obvious.

“Triple 6. Run by Charon Marx.”

“What did Jimmy want?”

“Charon wouldn’t say. Third visit, Jimmy gets
turfed from Triple 6, goes troppo on Styx, and is rat-gunned
and dies a click away by the flagpole on the Crop. Though no one
saw nothin.”

“Of course not.”

“This next is for your ears only.” Zippo
waved a dismissive finger.

“Decker, go wait outside while I pay my
dues.”

When we were alone Zippo said, “Didn’t think
you’d want this shared with your weird frak’n girly-boy-Apollo.
Intel threw up a connect to your Juno.” He raised his hand. “I
know they had a thing, CJ. It was a threat against her.”

I stood. “Jimmy would never harm Aunt
Juno.”

“No; he was Downside doing whatever
coz of the threat.”

Jimmy playing hero? That didn’t gel
either.

“What’s with the she refs to my
Apollo?”

“I thought you, of all dykesters, would have
sniffed to that one.”

“I was with Decker when he cloaked. I
chose his avatar.”

Zippo touched his nose. “I told you,
CJ—pheromones.”

“Dream on. The person who masters
original-trawler scent will be rich indeed.”

He smiled. “You know I’m a real-world Pharma.
I’ve almost perfected it.”

“Almost is the word, Zippo. Come see me,
real-world, when you perfect at least a valid gender id. I might
bankroll you.”

I rejoined the buff Milo ‘Apollo’ Decker
outside.

“Secrets?” he said.

“Maybe.”

I led the way to the seamier, nastier realm
of Downside; the quarter known as Hangman’s Crop. We threaded our
way between street vendors—hawking everything from food and
microchips to T-shirts and banzai—and entered Crop Plaza. Trawling
there—where Bernezlee Drag met Pyramid Way and the five Cracker
Alleys—was a circus of freaky avatars trying to outdo each other
with visible weirdness or strange behaviour. And Decker, still the
dopey tourist, kept bumping into them.

“Watch it, jerkman!” snarled a three-foot
kewpie doll. With chainsaw teeth.

Decker recoiled, then snorted.

Please don’t laugh, Decker. I grabbed
his arm in the same moment that mine—back in my rack—had been
touched; reassuringly.

“The green kewpie,” I said, yanking Apollo
Decker from trouble, “could be an amped-up gym-jock. While lugnuts
there,” I pointed to a scarified ogre, “is probably a
schoolgirl.”

“The lie thing again,” Decker smiled.

“Yup.” Despite feeling strangely turned-on
by—I’ve no idea what—I clasped Decker’s forearm and headed
for the flagpole at the centre of Hangman’s Crop.

 

“What are you looking for?” Decker asked as I
scoured the area.

“This is where Jimmy bought it.”

There was no such thing as a crime scene in
cyspace; no way to collect forensic evidence; and, as Zippo said,
‘no one saw nothing.’

“And?” Decker said, sussing I was
clueless.

“Doesn’t make sense that Jimmy died here. The
feral with the rat gun was down an alley near the Pit Club.”

“Could he have made it here and then
died?”

“Technically no. If a rat gun kills you,
which it did Jimmy, then you die where you’re hit. Unless where I
entered on his trail was the last moments of his life; not the end.
I had to run; maybe he did too.”

“You look excited.” Decker sounded
surprised.

“Graffiti! Look for a message.” I turned to
the closest walls.

“You’re joking!” Decker’s reaction was
understandable given Downside’s exterior walls were an
ever-evolving canvas of doodles, scribbles and the rare
masterpiece.

“Incognito,” Decker called.

“Yeah?” Whoa! An unconventional thrill
surfed my brain. Decker’s fingers—back in my office—were on my arm
again.

“Stop that,” I snarled. “I don’t do
boys.”

“Sorry. But remember I can’t feel stuff in
here like you can.”

“Doesn’t mean you get to real-world touch me.
What do you want?”

He was on his knees, pointing at the
flagpole’s base. “Did you say your Alpha-Omega honorific was
‘Lambda’?”

I joined him on the ground. “Oh Jimmy, you
clever, stupid bastard.”

My left office-hand took a snapshot of
Jimmy’s graffiti. It was a small rough circle containing the
letters, λCJ; the words, Daerin Juno; and the scrawl,
37.48 144.57 libr.

“Damn. Zippo was right.”

“About what?” Decker asked.

“Jimmy’s being here was connected to my Aunt.
Come on.”

We headed into Chin Sha’s Emporium, zigzagged
a multitude of tables laden with exotic curios, to the entrances of
the five notorious Cracker Alleys. I pointed and named them for
Decker: “Acheron, Erebus and Tartarus; Hades—location of the Pit
Club; and Styx—which is where we’re going. Welcome to Hell, Ensign
Apollo; try not to draw attention to yourself.”

Decker gestured at his pecs and barely-there
toga.

“It’s attitude not avatar that gets you
noticed down here,” I said and waded into the ankle-deep fog that
forever-curled above the flagstones of the sharply-angled Styx
Alley. We followed a centaur along its twists and turns until he
slipped into Black Persephone’s Tavern. I then calculated the best
route to the Zen-den enclave.

“You were going to elaborate about these Zen
places,” Decker said.

“Ah, yeah,” I frowned. “They’re like last
decade’s oxygen, b-boy or porn bars,” I began, then recalled Decker
hadn’t been on Earth last decade. “A Zen-den is this century’s
hookah bar or opium den; where people zone on whatever floats their
boat. Some dens have virtual reality pods; others are hands-on
S&M joints, fight rings or saunas. Drugs, sport or sex—pretty
much covers everything.”

“Isn’t VR superfluous in a virtual
world?”

“I guess; never really thought about it.” I
stopped before a red door bearing a large brass 666, but had to
grab Decker by his toga and yank him back to me. I rang the bell,
an eyelevel door slot slid back and a foul-smelling voice demanded
the password.

“Frakn hell,” Decker swore, “how are we…”

The door opened.

I laughed and pushed my partner into the haze
and heavy-metal thump of the Triple 6 before the door drek
changed his mind.

“I can’t touch you, but obviously you
can drag and shove me on a whim,” Decker complained. The hand that
Apollo the avatar placed in the small of my back, was matched by
Decker’s real one.

I glared at him. “Do that again and I
will break your fingers.” I scoped for the Boss of 666. The
place was kitted out like Valhalla—all stone, shields and animal
hides—but with demon heads on pikes and human torsos roasting over
braziers. Wenches of indeterminate sexes delivered ale mugs to
patrons at pitted log tables in barred booths.

“Popular joint,” Decker shouted.

“His joint,” I said, nodding at the towering
mish-mash of scary mythic beings who sat on his skull throne on the
dais above ‘Hades Gates.’

“Charon Marx?” Decker verified

“Real-world Bruce May,” I said. “He is such a
poser!”

“He’s not alone,” Decker said, running to
keep up with me.

I knew the trolls and ogres loitering below
the dais were Charon’s goons, employed to keep the hoi polloi at
bay. Also knew the only way to the top of any pile is on the backs
of those you step on. So that’s the route I took.

I barely touched the first five trolls, but
they ended face-first on a beer-soaked floor rug. I felled a gnarly
ogre on the second step with groin kick and another with an elbow
to his throat, and then literally used them as a stepping stones to
the top.

No idea where Decker was in 666, but beside
me in my office there were noises suggesting he was being thumped
or was choking in disbelief. No one else in the Hall paid much
attention—except Charon Marx himself who’d leapt into a defensive
squat on his menacing throne.

“Step away from my man!” It was a
Cyclops—with huge bare breasts.

I was still laughing after my spinning back
kick laid her out at the foot of Charon’s high chair. I love my
legs!

I leapt up beside the God of 666, and
whispered, “Hey, Bruce.”

“Oh crap, CJ!”

“Come on mate,” I cajoled. “Buy me a
drink.”

Moments later Decker and I were sconced in
Charon’s private suite chatting about old times.

“So tell me why you threw a punter into the
alley about 18 hours ago…”

Charon gave his best Overlord laugh. “Don’t
know why the last five scrags were bounced, CJ, let alone
yesterday’s…”

“To get chased and ratgunned—to death,” I
finished.

“Oh. Him.”

“Yeah him. My Uncle Jimmy.”

“Uh-oh.” Charon’s avatar morphed from the
Hellgod of Supreme Ugly to a face and figure only a smidge removed
from the original Bruce May—or at least the one I’d met in the
flesh five years ago. This avatar was bald, thin and ancient; but
still oozing his trade-mark androgynous sex-appeal.

Decker must have sensed a bit of reality had
arrived in the Triple 6, coz he grabbed my real-world arm
again. I didn’t raz him this time because Bruce really was almost a
collector’s item.

“Hang on,” Bruce frowned. “You can’t have an
uncle. It’s genetically…”

“Impossible, I know Bruce. But he and one of
my Matriarchs had a thing, so he’s almost family.”

“Don’t call me Bruce, you know I hate it,
CJ.”

“Why was he here, yesterday?” Decker was
finally doing the cop thing.

I patted his real-hand encouragingly; then
stopped immediately as that same damned-exquisite vibration flooded
the parts of me that Zanzibar Black had switched on earlier. A
burning urge to track her down and give her a piece of
my…everything made no sense at all. And then…

Frakn hell; again?

“You okay?” Decker whispered in my real ear,
while his Apollo-avatar faced the still-talking Charon. I made mine
get up and pace the den.

“First, I didn’t know the man,” Charon
stated. “He got ejected from my premises after a scuffle. Second, I
vestigated after I heard he got fried and—still didn’t know
the man—but Ragnor said he’d been here once before wearing a
different Cloak.”

“A scuffle? Really, Bruce? Sorry,
Charon.”

“Okay. A bloodbath brawl.”

“Jimmy was fighting?”

“Didn’t say that CJ; said there was a brawl.
Ragnor reported the now-fried pirate, er your Uncle, was in it; but
it more happened around him. And maybe to him.”

“He got beat up in your establishment so you
threw him out?” Decker said.

“Threw them both out.”

“Two people had a bloodbath?” I said. “Was
Jimmy cage fighting?”

“Course not, CJ. Was obvious to a gnat the
bloke was a Startup.”

“A what?” Decker asked.

“Fresh meat,” Charon said. “Like you. All
wooden and such.”

Apollo glanced down at his perfect form and
then at me, and acknowledged, “Attitude not avatar.”

Charon poured three cups of mead and pushed
ours over. “Didn’t know he was the same bloke till hours
later.”

“What same bloke?” I asked.

“Same bloke as the one asking me about the
Liebestraum Institute.”

“You said you didn’t know him,
Bruce.”

“Oh. Right.” Charon downed half his drink. “I
met him the time before; when he was a ninja and asked for an
audience. With me, I mean.”

“You personally? Why?” I asked.

“Man wanted to know shit about organs.”

Well, that gelled with Zippo’s intel. “And
stem factories?”

“No, just organs. Oh, and juice banks.”

“Why ask you that?” Decker asked.

“Don’t he know who I am?” Charon looked
hurt.

“People forget, mate,” I shrugged. “Since
you’ve moved in here, there’s a generation never heard of you.”

Decker’s hand was back on my arm, as Apollo
gave me a quick glance. Charon didn’t need to know that my partner
was both too young and too old to have ever heard of the
Liebestraum Institute, let alone Bruce May and his cohorts.

Although, strangely, I got the sense that he
had. And that he knew…Decker removed his hand.

Okay. Knew what? I was starting to
wonder if I hadn’t been tagged by that bloody Rat Gun. Obviously
not enough to kill—unless this really was hell—but maybe a
blast-residue had followed me out of Jimmy’s terminal. It would
certainly explain the flashbacks and the inappropriately heightened
libido and—that too, dammit—that sense that someone was
laughing at me.

“CJ? You okay?” I looked up to find that
Bruce had resumed a smaller version of his Charon Marx avatar.
Probably so he could sulk discreetly about being a long-forgotten
rock star.

“What could you tell him about the
Institute?” Decker asked.

Now, you see…very odd question. I
looked at my partner who was clearly avoiding eye contact. Given
everything else he hadn’t known today, his question should’ve been:
what is the Liebestraum Institute.

“I live there, man,” Charon said, as if the
whole world should damn-well remember that.

“I don’t understand,” Decker said.

“Charon, or rather Bruce and a motley
collection of entertainers…”

“Motley?” Charon objected.

“…pooled their substantial fortunes to fund
the Dreamscape Wing of the Liebestraum. It was then opened to
anyone—who could afford it—to take up permanent residence; rather
than, you know, die.”

“Your tone suggests disapproval, CJ,” Bruce
said.

“Talk to me when it’s available to all on
UniCare and I might be less subjective in my opinion about who gets
to die or not, Bruce.”

Decker tapped the table. “Dreamscape Wing;
organ harvests?”

I looked at my partner again. Ensign Clueless
had suddenly become Detective Impatient. What’s more he continued
to avoid eye contact.

“We have thirteen hundred forty-one Dreamers
residing in the Dreamscape Wing,” Charon began.

“Who exist on life-support, in induced comas,
while living permanently in Cy-city,” I finished.

That made Decker look at me. “Living
in here.”

“Will you show him, mate?” I asked the Undead
Host of the Triple 6.

Without a word, Bruce May allowed his Charon
Marx avatar to morph from the achingly-handsome Rock God who’d been
lead singer of Scattered Heads sixty years ago. Then on
through the gracefully-aging legendary lead of Fraught, to
the avatar he’d shown us moments before, to—and I felt Decker’s
shock, beside me in my office—the total reality of the wizened and
barely-recognisable comatose shell that he was now.

Although this avatar was looking at us with
Bruce’s eyes, I knew that back in the Dreamscape Wing, his
eyes—like those of the other thirteen hundred forty Dreamers—were
closed; permanently.

“Remember I said some of the Zen-dens had
virtual reality pods?”

Decker nodded.

“Well, one good use for them would be for
Dreamers like Bruce.”

“Except I don’t use the pods.” A
scowling Charon was back with us.

“I know, mate. Explain to Decker how the
Dreamers get a different reality from the average Pod people.”

Charon got to his feet and beckoned. “Come
with; I’ll show him.”

Decker and I fell in behind a regular-human
sized Charon Marx and wended our way through the dance crowd in his
great hall, to Hades Gates beneath his throne. The music dwindled
to silence the moment we descended the nine steps to Charon’s suite
of Zen-dens.

I’d been down here many times and knew the
Triple 6 layout, so kept half my attention on my partner’s
reaction to his newest frontier.

“So, Startup,” Charon addressed Decker,
“Bruce May exists at the Liebestraum but I, Charon Marx, live here.
Close to five hundred other Dreamers live in Downside or other
parts of Cy-City; the remainder live in CaraBazaar, SanFran or
Hawksnest; and a great many of them all circulate throughout the
zones.

“Triple 6 is my joint. I am the
architect, builder and Lord of all I survey. I frakn love this
place. And coz I choose to recognise this as my world, I’ve
never felt the need for extra virtual reality. Although I often
relax in my Zen-dens, like this one,” Charon opened a set of double
doors to a sandy arena with a martial arts deck where a bloody
fight was in progress.

We continued down the hall. “And this one,”
Charon brushed his hand over a panel that turned the stone wall
translucent, to reveal a Roman orgy in full swing.

“A thousand of my regular clientele—tourists
I mean, not residents—take The Plunge, that extra trip into deeper
VR, maybe a couple of times a year. But some of the Liebestraum
Dreamers do it weekly, or even daily, because by doing so and then
returning to their Downside homes, they reckon life in here feels
more real.”

Charon had stopped again, this time at the
balcony the overlooked the four hundred VR pods—rows and rows of
arm-chair or bed booths, stretching into the distance. He peered at
the panel of stats he’d conjured on the wall beside him.

“Got a hundred and twenty three Dreamers and
seventy-three tourists in at the moment.”

“What has all this got to do with our dead
man and organ harvests? Decker said.

“And the juice banks, remember,” Charon said.
“That’s what he took most interest in after he’d seen my Abandon
Pods.”

“What?” Decker and I said in unison. I added,
“So you brought Jimmy Strong down here too?”

“If CJ, you’re asking did I personally bring
a ninja calling himself Dweedack down here, then, yes. He wanted to
know if any clients other than Dreamers stayed for extra-long
periods.”

I poked Charon in his oversized bronze chest.
“Please don’t tell me you call them Abandon Pods coz they forget to
leave; or you abandon them coz they don’t pay?”

“I am deeply offended, CJ. Leaving non-paying
customers in situ is not good business. I can’t rent out occupied
space. I use Ragnor’s bone-breaking skills for that.”

“Who the hell is Ragnor?” Decker was either
playing bad cop to my good, or he was genuinely aggravated.

“She’s my wife, Startup,” Charon snarled, as
‘Bruce’ added a fleeting doubling of his avatar’s size to tower
over ‘Apollo.’ “She was on the dais with me earlier.”

Apollo-Decker stood his ground. “You mean the
one-eyed, triple-breasted leviathan that Agent Capra knocked out
with one kick?”

“Yes, her,” Charon laughed heartily. “I told
Ninja Dweedack that only the Abandon Pods were addictive enough to
hook people into protracted sessions. Why? They’re called Abandon
Pods coz most feature hard-core sex programs; or other
adrenalin-endorphin raising adventures. Either way they’re designed
to get your juices flowing.”

“Ah, hence the juice banks reference,” Decker
said.

This time I joined Charon in the exaggerated
laughing.

“What?” Decker asked.

“Juice banks are sperm banks,” I managed to
say. “Their contemporary existence is the stuff of urban myth of
course. But until mid-last century they were nearly as common as
blood and stem-cell banks.”

Decker’s real-hand, clasping my forearm, this
time conveyed an unmistakable sense of foreboding. It was
shaking.

“What is it?” I asked him.

“Charon,” he said, “what exactly did Jimmy
see down here and, specifically, what did he ask you?”

“He saw everything you’ve seen, plus the
Abandon Pods. Come with.” Charon took the wide circular staircase
down to the Pod Deck.

“And you just showed him, Charon?” I
asked.

“CJ, when will you learn, I don’t do favours.
Except for you. The ninja paid for a personally-guided tour. Paid
well enough for me to let him scope some of the Plungers.”

“So much for privacy,” I noted. “What
did he ask about organ harvests?”

Charon tapped at the plasma screen on his
left palm. The VR Pods began moving around the cavernous space,
jostling gently for position.

“Ninja Dweedack asked if the black market in
cloned organs still existed. I said of course it did. Dumb frakn
question really.”

“Cloned organs, not harvests?” I said.

Charon rolled his shoulders. “I now
surmise he wasn’t interested in organs at all. After I explained
the nature of most of the Abandon Pods, his quizzing became
precise, and turned quite earnestly to the subject of juice banks.
You with us on that subject now, Startup?”

“Yes,” Decker sighed.

“When we got to this very spot here, he
wanted to know if any new Plungers, say in the last two months, had
been introduced to Hades Gates by someone. Especially if the
same someone intro’d more than one.”

“And?” I asked as Charon suddenly seemed
distracted by the tango his pods were doing.

“Sorry, I’m calculating. Step back a bit
please.”

Decker and I did as we were told.

“And when I checked,” Charon consulted his
plasma again, “I found that thirty-three Trawlers had been
‘treated’ to first-time Plunges by friends; but only five had been
intro’d by the same friend. But not all together. Each of their
first visits were a few days apart. After a week, the
same-someone—a drek Ragnor later ID’d as Belbo Armitage—escorted
them in together; like there were regular old-world bucks. The five
have since been here, like clockwork: three-days in Abandon, two
days gone, back again for three, etc., for a total ranging
fifty-two to fifty-nine days.”

“And Jimmy’s juice bank questions?” I
asked.

“Your ‘ninja uncle’ seemed convinced the
banks were a reality; and that I must know their real-world
location.”

“Why?” Decker asked.

“Because of the five Plungers, I think,”
Charon said. “But as I told him, over and over, there’s no point in
juice banks when the produce is forty-five years beyond its use-by
date.”

Oh frak. I glanced at Apollo-Decker
who’d clearly seen the same light.

“Here they are,” Charon announced as a group
of pods pulled to a stop before us.

Decker and I stepped in to take a look at
‘the five Plungers’ as the realisation of what was most likely
happening to the missing Spacers hit home. I was swamped by a
tsunami of anguish and distress; of almost…oh help, unbearable
grief.

But not mine.

Not my grief. What the hell?

I grabbed hold of Apollo’s arm to see if the
misery emanating from the pods was affecting him too. In the same
nanosec that he resisted my attempt to make him face me, I
remembered he couldn’t feel anything in here.

Real-world Decker then snatched his hand from
my arm; and Apollo…disappeared.

“That,” Charon pointed to the empty space,
“is exactly what your Uncle Ninja Dweedack did.”

“I don’t get it,” I said—to both Charon in
Downside and Decker in my office.

Only Charon bothered to answer. “Ragnor said
that when your uncle came back as Pirate Dweedack he met
with Belbo Armitage, the Plungers’ escort. Then the brawl started
and they were thrown out.”

I inspected the Plungers again. They were all
wearing simple masquerade masks—the most-basic of avatar
cloaks—which meant they really looked just like the blokes in the
Pods. I took a better look at the one Apollo had been
checking…out.

It was, it looked like…

I reached out, removed the mask, then shook
my head. It didn’t help. For the second time today I was gazing
down at one of the finest specimens of manhood I’d ever seen.

The young man in this particular Abandon Pod
was Ensign Milo Decker.

As my office-hands performed vital
logging-out procedures, my fem-punk avatar waved goodbye to Charon
Marx. The real-world materialised around me and I swung Aggie
around to find out how the hell anyone could be in two—no, who
knew how many—places at once.

My freshly-minted partner was lying on the
floor. Again. Only this time he seemed to be out cold. Probably
hadn’t accounted for the lack of space between my terminal and the
wall behind, when he backed out of Downside so fast. Obviously
yanked the VR helmet off and smacked his head into the wall.

None of which explained the fact that Milo
Decker and his spiffy Jumani suit were shimmering—I squinted—no,
phasing in and out of focus.

I stared at my own hands then the wall.

Not shimmering.

I directed Aggie down to the floor but still
couldn’t reach him coz my anti-grav unit was in the way. I
unbuckled and heaved myself over the edge to lie on the floor
beside the definitely-phasing Decker.

I poked him. The shimmering stopped. Then
started again.

I patted Decker’s cheek. He grabbed my hand
and stopped shimmering.

“Who the frak are you?” I asked.

He blinked. “Who do I look like?”

“You look like the bloke in the Pod back
there.”

“Really?” he frowned, then hauled me across
his body and held me there.

I struggled for three seconds until I
registered that the person below me was now morphing like a
changing avatar. Decker became Bruce May became—bloody hell,
me—then Decker again.

This was simply not possible in the real
world.

“It’s coz I hit my head,” whoever-it-was
beneath me said.

No, clearly I had died earlier today. And
this was my hell, forever caught nowhere at all.

Capra Jane.

Ooh peace. Oh that’s nice.

Look at me, Capra
Jane.

I did as I was told because now the morpher
looked like that delicious Captain Zanzibar Black; and she was
doing that talking in my head thing again.

Jane, remember. It’s time
to come back to me.

Well! With an invitation like that, how could
I not let this brilliant hallucination kiss me like her life
depended on it.

The sound of distant gunfire, exploding
shells and screeching Atter-jets filled my mind. No not my mind; it
was outside, scragging the air around me and tainting it with
noxious fumes.

Where was I again?

I shifted on the makeshift hospital bed and
my blood chilled me to the core.

“Major Capra, wake up.” I did, so Dr Black
kindly held my hand.

Not again.

It’s okay my love. You’re
not really there.

Fresh air, music. A deep throbbing tango;
just like sex on legs. Don’t have legs.

Jane, concentrate. On
me.

I was now kissing Zanzibar Black like
my life depended on it. And clearly it did, coz nothing
could feel this good and not be intrinsic to my very existence.

Her tongue was in my mouth. Mine was in hers.
I was never going to let her go; ever again.

And then I did.

Just to check which part of my fractured
existence I was in at the moment.

Yes, I am real.

Zanzibar Black was lying on my office floor;
under me. We had been kissing each other.

And now I felt completely foolish.

I rolled away from her and sat up, shaking my
head in an effort to say: I. am. so. sorry.

What for?

“Speak,” I said. “Who the frak are you?”

She smiled and—my insides melted—said,
“Zanzibar Black, just as your Chief introduced us earlier.”

I scowled at her. “My other Chief intro’d my
new partner as Ensign Milo Decker. But he was in Downside and, and
now it seems I’ve…”

“Been with me all along. Sorry.” Captain
Black got to her feet. “I’m going to check out Jimmy’s lead.”

She walked out my office.

Just like that.

What? Did you forget I can’t just follow
you? I mind-shouted, in the hope she’d hear me. She did.

I’m sure you’ll catch up,
Jane.

Jane? What’s with the Jane nonsense?

I rolled over and into Aggie; hovered back up
to my terminal and began an intel-hunt on Captain Zanzibar Black.
Only family called me Jane, dammit. Family and lovers. And actual
‘lovers,’ not two-minute stands.

Why on earth, while kissing a woman I’d met
today, had my strongest feeling been not to let her leave me again?
Actually that was the strongest emotion, in my chest and
mind; the earth-shattering feeling was in a whole other place.

Concentrate.

I brought up the image I’d taken of Jimmy’s
graffiti and stared at it, while my terminal did its own
analysis.

λCJ

Daerin Juno

37.48 144.57 libr

Okay. λCJ equals Lambda Capra Jane;
easy. Daerin Juno? Was that simply a ref to Aunt Juno being
on the Board of the DaerinCorp Research Foundation, or an actual
clue? Jimmy’s final route into Downside had been via Daerin’s data
stacks; specifically their Future Projects Division.

But what could any of this have to do with
Juno herself? What would be enough to prompt Jimmy Strong to turn
into the most-unlikely of heroes to protect her?

And why would Captain Black, a spook from
HomeWorld Security, impersonate a missing Spacer? Coz it was
obvious—well, now it was—that Milo Decker and the other four
of Charon’s five Plungers were indeed the missing Spacers.

If Jimmy had also been searching for them
and asking about juice bars, then Charon’s off-hand remark
about use-by dates was the crux of this whole mystery. My ‘partner’
obviously had the same revelation about the value of ‘viable’ juice
in an age when the expiry-date of genetically-useful men was nearly
half-a-century gone.

Dammit. I’d even reminded Decker—or
Zanzibar—myself that he was one of only four thousand humans in
existence with functioning sperm.

My terminal chimed so I glanced down at
Aggie’s screen.

Zanzibar Black: Beninzay, female, born Benin,
2068; father Benin, mother Beninzay. Ranks/designations:
current—Captain, HomeWorld Security; previous—Medical
Officer-Surgeon, Benin MedCentre, Battalion Field Hospitals on
Western Front, Sydney and Auckland, North Border.

Bloody hell. Captain Black. Dr Black.
North Border Field Hospital. I checked the date of her deployment
there.

2116. Eleven years ago.

The year I lost my legs in the northern
trenches. No evac for three months from that stinking on-border
field hospital. Stranded, in a mostly drug-induced fog, dancing a
beguine with the imaginary love of my life. Or so I thought.

I headed out of my office to find out if
Chief Bascome had thought to pin the usual visitor’s trackerbot on
our mysterious bloody HomeWorld spook, so I could track her down
and…

My plasma-phone vibrated with my mother’s
urgent ID again. I’d put her off too many times, so I forced a
smile and raised my wrist so we could see each other. I also took
the lift to the next floor.

“Finally! I’ve been calling for hours.”

“I’m kinda busy, Mum.”

“I know, Jane. You’re investigating your
Uncle’s murder.”

“He’s not my uncle.”

“He most surely is today, Jane. He was
helping your Aunt.”

“You knew about this?” I snapped.

“No. I just knew he was helping.” My
mother—the queen of deniability. “Not that his endeavours actually
helped. She’s been kidnapped.”

“What?” I hovered out of the lift and headed
for the Chiefs’ wing.

“Juno—my sister, your aunt—has been
kidnapped.”

“Why didn’t you call the cops, Mum?”

“I did. You didn’t answer,” she snapped,
scowling like all of this was my fault.

“There are other cops… Forget it. How
do you know? Is there a ransom demand?”

“I was with her when they snatched her from
the Daimaru Flywalk. Three men in masks pushed me over, dragged her
into a scootercab and made off with her.”

“Okay, Mum. I’m on it, now.” I waved the call
off and opened the Chief’s door without knocking. He and Chief
Jayla Ellen were sharing a meal.

“Sorry, Chiefs, but I hope you pinned Captain
Black. I need to know her current location; now.”

Chief Bascome knew when urgent meant
yesterday. He turned to his terminal. “Sending you the cords,” he
said.

“Have you found the missing men, Agent
Capra?”

“Almost, Chief Jayla. I think they’re being…
Actually I’m not sure what you’d call it. I suspect they’re being
held captive, probably together, while as avatars they’re regularly
taken to a hardcore porn suite in Downside for the purposes of
arousal. So they can be milked.”

The Chiefs blinked at me and then stared at
each other.

“I’ll leave you to think about that then,
shall I?” I reverse-hovered to the door. “Oh, yes. One other thing:
the President has been kidnapped.”

I was already in the lift by the time both
Chiefs rushed in the hall demanding more info.

“Later,” I waved. Aggie was screening the
results of my analysis requests. It seemed 37.48 144.57 libr
was the latitude and longitude of Melbourne’s old, very old,
Library; which explained why Zan Black’s trackerbot placed her on
Swanston Canal heading north.

I emerged from SIP HQ, zipped onto the
nearest police airboat and asked the pilot to take Russell Canal to
La Trobe. The only part of the Victorian Library building that was
still above water at high tide was its massive copper-green dome
and one upper level; which constituted nearly half its original
above-street-level height.

It was 6.20 pm, Melbourne’s nightlights were
on, a storm was brewing south-west of the city, and the tide was
about to come back in. I knew this coz, as the airboat approached
one of our few almost-remaining truly historic city landmarks, I
could see the extra floor that was exposed every low tide.

I directed my pilot to the pedestrian Skywalk
that ran around the dome and off in several directions to connect
with the others that spider-webbed the city. The statuesque
Beninzay who stood at the apex seemed to be waiting for me.

I joined Captain Zanzibar Black on the high
deck that overlooked the dome’s oculus. The five-metre wide
skylight provided an eerie glimpse into the partially-illuminated
interior: thirty-five metres down to the dry top-most gallery level
that ran around the octagonal space.

“It’s quite incredible,” Zan noted.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “When the tide returns that
second level down will be back under water though. At the moment
it’s a good thirty metres deep over the dome room’s floor; which is
another level above the old street.”

“Bloody weather,” Zan said then turned to me.
“What took you so long?”

“You left me on my arse on the office floor.
Then I had to report to the Chiefs.”

“Right,” Zan noted, as if we always talked
this way. “Do you think my boys are in there?”

“Probably; and I think whoever’s got them
also kidnapped my Aunt Juno today.”

“The President? Damn. What is her connection
to all this?”

“Something to do with DaerinCorp’s future
projects I think. I hope she’ll be able to tell us. Shall we suss
this joint?

“After you, Capra Jane.”

Call me Jane.

Okay, my love.

There was no time to sort our history out
now. I pointed Zan to the ladder and hovered beside her as we
descended to the concealed service entrance at the base of the
dome. My SIP universal passcode gave us immediate access and we
slipped into the upper gallery.

There were arguing voices echoing across the
thirty-five-metre diameter which made it hard to pinpoint their
exact location but, as one, Zan and I pointed to the same spot.

“Why did you camouflage, if that’s the right
word, yourself as Milo Decker?” I whispered.

“So you would give a damn about what happened
to him.”

“What made you think I wouldn’t care about
these Spacers?”

And, yes, I am offended.

Zan smiled at me. “You haven’t cared about
anything much for a decade, Jane.” She headed clockwise through the
annulus, the walkway between the concentric walls of the gallery
levels, with me right behind her.

“That’s not true,” I said.

She turned and raised an eyebrow.

“Okay. So what? You’re right. I don’t give a
shit about anything much.”

“Are you worried about Milo now?”

I squinted at her. “Maybe. It depends how
much of that performance you gave was even him.”

“Oh, it was him,” Zan said. “That’s the gift
of the Beninzay. With basic information, we can camouflage as
anyone. If we’ve met them, it’s even easier. I was as much Milo
Decker as he is. It’s not sustainable, of course; and it is
only a superficial personality reproduction.”

The argument we’d been approaching stopped
suddenly—as if the two men had perhaps heard us. It was a momentary
hiatus, followed by the sound of smashing furniture.

Captain Black and I drew our weapons and
covered the remaining distance at speed; she ran the eighty metres
or so around the annulus, I dropped over the nearest balcony and
hovered across the gap. We entered what turned out to be the scene
of the crime at the same moment.

Two men were having a full-on fist fight;
pushing, shoving and smacking each other senseless. Another bloke
was watching them go at it. No one paid us any attention.

The man spectating is
Belbo Armitage.

To the right was a row of maybe forty
hospital beds, each with people hooked up to the most basic
life-support equipment. To the left, tied by the waist to a chair
but drinking a beer, was Aunt Juno.

One of the fighters sent the other sliding
face-first across the floor. He came to an unconscious stop at
Zan’s feet.

“Shit, where’d you two come from?” Armitage
fumbled around the table next to him.

“Move again and I will shoot you,” I
said.

Zan crossed the room, grabbed and threw his
semi-auto against the wall and punched him in face.

“Jane darling, how nice of you to come rescue
me.”

I shook my head. “I didn’t know I even had to
do that until half an hour ago, Juno.” I hovered over, took a
laserknife from Aggie’s toolkit and cut her free.

“Jimmy tried once, because he believed Belbo
would assassinate me if he didn’t, but realised it was beyond him.
So he came to me and we set about finding out exactly what Belbo
was up to. It’s just terrible that it got Jimmy killed.”

I squeezed Juno’s hand, but the wash of
sorrow that suddenly flooded my senses came not from her, but from
Zan at the far end of the room. I went straight to her.

Milo Decker, or what was left of him, was
holding Zan’s hand. She wiped at the tears trickling down his
sunken cheeks, and he opened his eyes.

When I turned back Zan was going patient to
patient, looking for her Spacers. No, it was more than that: she
was looking for a certain Spacer.

“Juno, what the hell is this really about? I
mean apart from the produce collection that’s going on.”

Aunt Juno held my hand as we walked the line
of hospital beds. “All of these men number among the four
thousand,” she said.

“That much we figured.”

“Judging by their ages, most are original
Earthers resistant to the Mj21 Virus;” Juno said.

That made sense. The first twenty beds,
according to info scrawled on the wall behind, held men aged from
sixty-two to eighty. They were all so emaciated, though, it was
hard to tell. None looked half as good as Bruce May and the
comatose Dreamers I’d seen at the Liebestraum; only thirteen of
whom were resistant.

“They’re not gonna survive this,
whatever it is, are they Juno?” I said.

“No, my dear. Maintaining their lives was
unimportant to that villainous-excuse for a scientist over there,”
she pointed at the bleeding Belbo Armitage. “Not even the younger
ones further down the room will recover enough for their lives to
have meaning. This procedure is killing, has, effectively killed
them.”

“But…why?” I asked.

“DaerinCorp have been trying for decades to
find a cure for the Mantaray retrovirus. Armitage, who I may well
execute before we leave this room, worked in our labs until six
months ago. He thought he could get Jimmy to break into the Daerin
banks to steal the latest breakthroughs to use in his own cloning
research

Again I felt an anguish and heartache
that—this time—also brought to mind a day long gone. The day, now
real to me, that Zan left me in that field hospital. Left me to the
care of others; to return home to the troubles brewing on her own
world.

I knew she wouldn’t leave this young man. But
I also knew he was not going to live to know that.

Are you sure?

The question my mind heard, was for Decker.
He blinked, licked his lips and blinked again.

Zan glanced at me. “Yes, that’s her,” she
said aloud.

Decker smiled, barely.

Zan leant forward, kissed his forehead
and—before I could do anything to stop her—put her gun to Decker’s
head and pulled the trigger.

“What the frak?” I dragged her away from the
bedside. She let me do it and then crumpled to the floor.

For the second time today I set Aggie down on
the floor and threw myself out.

Zan allowed me to hold her and we sat rocking
for a moment.

“I really don’t understand,” I whispered.
“Why camouflage as him and then do that?”

Zan held me at arm’s length as her
blue-green-blue eyes searched mine. “Do you care that he’s
dead?”

Stupid question! “Yes, Zan. I liked
him; you, him a lot. I really do care.”

“I needed to reach you. Make you care again.”
She smiled wanly. “He was my grandfather.”

“Oh dear,” said Juno.

Zan glanced at her then back at me. “It was
three years ago, for him, on that Probe Ship; fifty-eight years ago
for my grandmother. Milo Decker and Zanzi Aru were famous in the
history of everything as the first Benin-Human coupling.

“I came back to Earth for him. And for you,”
she said.

Zan got to her feet, then bent and lifted me
back into Aggie. And I let her; which was something I’d never
allowed anyone else to do.
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Hessa’s legs ached. She knew she ought to stand,
stretch them, but only gritted her teeth and glared at the clear
lump of quartz on the table before her. To rise now would be to
concede defeat—but to lean back, lift her goggles and rub her eyes
was, she reasoned, an adequate compromise.

Her braids weighed on her, and she scratched
the back of her head, where they pulled tightest above her nape. To
receive a commission from Sitt Warda Al-Attrash was a great honour,
one that would secure her reputation as a fixed star among
Dimashq’s dreamcrafters. She could not afford to fail. Worse, the
dream Sitt Warda desired was simple, as dreams went: to be a young
woman again, bathing her limbs by moonlight in the Mediterranean
with a young man who, judging by her half-spoken, half-murmured
description, was not precisely her husband.

But Hessa had never been to the sea.

She had heard it spoken of, naturally, and
read hundreds of lines of poetry extolling its many virtues. Yet it
held little wonder for her; what pleasure could be found in
stinging salt, scratching sand, burning sun reflected from the
water’s mirror-surface? Nor did swimming hold any appeal; she had
heard pearl divers boast of their exploits, speak of how the blood
beat between their eyes until they felt their heads might burst
like over-ripe tomatoes, how their lungs ached with the effort for
hours afterwards, how sometimes they would feel as if thousands of
ants were marching along their skin, and though they scratched
until blood bloomed beneath their fingernails, could never reach
them.

None of this did anything to endear the idea
of the sea to her. And yet, to carve the dream out of the quartz,
she had to find its beauty. Sighing, she picked up the dopstick
again, tapped the quartz to make sure it was securely fastened,
lowered her goggles, and tried again.

•

Hessa’s mother was a mathematician, renowned well
beyond the gates of Dimashq for her theorems. Her father was a
poet, better-known for his abilities as an artisanal cook than for
his verse, though as the latter was full of the scents and flavours
of the former, much appreciated all the same. Hessa’s father taught
her to contemplate what was pleasing to the senses, while her
mother taught her geometry and algebra. She loved both as she loved
them, with her whole heart.

Salma Najjar had knocked at the door of the
Ghaflan family in the spring of Hessa’s seventh year. She was a
small woman, wrinkled as a wasp’s nest, with eyes hard and bright
as chips of tourmaline. Her greying hair was knotted and bound in
the intricate patterns of a jeweler or gem-cutter—perhaps some
combination of the two. Hessa’s parents welcomed her into their
home, led her to a divan and offered her tea, but she refused to
drink or eat until she had told them her errand.

“I need a child of numbers and letters to
learn my trade,” she had said, in the gruff, clipped accent of the
Northern cities. “It is a good trade, one that will demand the use
of all her abilities. I have heard that your daughter is such a
child.”

“And what is your trade?” Hessa’s father
asked, intrigued, but wary.

“To sculpt fantasies in the stone of the mind
and the mind of the stone. To grant wishes.”

“You propose to raise our daughter as
djinn?” Hessa’s mother raised an eyebrow.

Salma smiled, showing a row of perfect teeth.
“Far better. Djinn do not get paid.”

•

Building a dream was as complex as building a
temple, and required knowledge of almost as many trades—a fact
reflected in the complexity of the braid-pattern in which Hessa
wore her hair. Each pull and plait showed an intersection of
gem-crafting, metal-working, architecture and storytelling, to say
nothing of the thousand twisting strands representing the many
kinds of knowledge necessary to a story’s success. As a child,
Hessa had spent hours with the archivists in Al-Zahiriyya Library,
learning from them the art of constructing memory palaces within
her mind, layering the marble, glass, and mosaics of her
imagination with reams of poetry, important historical dates,
dozens of musical maqaamat, names of stars and ancestors.
Hessa bint Aliyah bint Qamar bint Widad…

She learned to carry each name, note, number
like a jewel to tuck into a drawer here, hang above a mirror there,
for ease of finding later on. She knew whole geographies,
scriptures, story cycles, as intimately as she knew her mother’s
house, and drew on them whenever she received a commission. Though
the only saleable part of her craft was the device she built with
her hands, its true value lay in using the materials of her mind:
she could not grind quartz to the shape and tune of her dream,
could not set it into the copper coronet studded with amber, until
she had fixed it into her thoughts as firmly as she fixed the stone
to her amber dopstick.

•

“Every stone,” Salma said, tossing her a piece of
rough quartz, “knows how to sing. Can you hear it?”

Frowning, Hessa held it up to her ear, but
Salma laughed. “No, no. It is not a shell from the sea, singing the
absence of its creature. You cannot hear the stone’s song with the
ear alone. Look at it; feel it under your hand; you must learn its
song, its language, before you can teach it your own. You must
learn, too, to tell the stones apart; those that sing loudest do
not always have the best memories, and it is memory that is most
important. Easier to teach it to sing one song beautifully than to
teach it to remember; some stones can sing nothing but their own
tunes.”

Dream-crafting was still a new art then;
Salma was among its pioneers. But she knew that she did not have
within herself what it would take to excel at it. Having discovered
a new instrument, she found it unsuited to her fingers, awkward to
rest against her heart; she could produce sound, but not music.

For that, she had to teach others to
play.

First, she taught Hessa to cut gems. That had
been Salma’s own trade, and Hessa could see that it was still her
chief love: the way she smiled as she turned a piece of rough
crystal in her hands, learning its angles and texture, was very
much the way Hessa’s parents smiled at each other. She taught her
how to pick the best stones, cleave away their grossest
imperfections; she taught her to attach the gem to a dopstick with
hot wax, at precise angles, taught her the delicate dance of
holding it against a grinding lathe with even greater precision
while operating the pedal. She taught her to calculate the axes
that would unlock needles of light from the stone, kindle fire in
its heart. Only once Hessa could grind a cabochon blindfolded, once
she learned to see with the tips of her fingers, did Salma explain
the rest.

“This is how you will teach songs to the
stone.” She held up a delicate amber wand, at the end of which was
affixed a small copper vice. Hessa watched as Salma placed a cloudy
piece of quartz inside and adjusted the vice around it before
lowering her goggles over her eyes. “The amber catches your
thoughts and speaks them to the copper; the copper translates them
to the quartz. But just as you build your memory palace in your
mind, so must you build the dream you want to teach it; first in
your thoughts, then in the stone. You must cut the quartz while
fixing the dream firmly in your mind, that you may cut the dream
into the stone, cut it so that the dream blooms from it like light.
Then, you must fix it into copper and amber again, that the dream
may be translated into the mind of the dreamer.

“Tonight,” she murmured, grinding edges into
the stone, “you will dream of horses. You will stand by a river and
they will run past you, but one will slow to a stop. It will
approach you, and nuzzle your cheek.”

“What colour will it be?”

Salma blinked behind her goggles, and the
lathe slowed to a stop as she looked at her. “What colour would you
like it to be?”

“Blue,” said Hessa, firmly. It was her
favourite colour.

Salma frowned. “There are no blue horses,
child.”

“But this is a dream! Couldn’t I see one in a
dream?”

Hessa wasn’t sure why Salma was looking at
her with quite such intensity, or why it took her so long a moment
to answer. But finally, she smiled—in the gentle, quiet way she
smiled at her gems—and said, “Yes, my heart. You could.”

Once the quartz was cut, Salma fixed it into
the centre of a copper circlet, its length prettily decorated with
drops of amber, and fitted it around Hessa’s head before giving her
chamomile tea to drink and sending her to bed. Hessa dreamed just
as Salma said she would: the horse that approached her was blue as
the turquoise she had shaped for a potter’s husband a few nights
earlier. But when the horse touched her, its nose was dry and cold
as quartz, its cheeks hard and smooth as cabochon.

Salma sighed when Hessa told her as much the
next day. “You see, this is why I teach you, Hessa. I have been so
long in the country of stones, speaking their language and learning
their songs, I have little to teach them of our own; I speak
everything to them in facets and brilliance, culets and crowns. But
you, my dear, you are learning many languages all at once; you have
your father’s tasting tongue, your mother’s speech of angles and
air. I have been speaking nothing but adamant for most of my life,
and grow more and more deaf to the desires of dreamers.”

•

Try as she might, Hessa could not coordinate her
knowledge of the sea with the love, the longing, the pleasure
needed to build Sitt Warda’s dream. She had mixed salt and water,
touched it to her lips, and found it unpleasant; she had watched
the moon tremble in the waters of her courtyard’s fountain without
being able to stitch its beauty to a horizon. She tried, now, to
summon those poor attempts to mind, but was keenly aware that if
she began grinding the quartz in her present state, Sitt Warda
would wake from her dream as tired and frustrated as she herself
presently felt.

Giving in, she put down the quartz, removed
her goggles, rose from her seat and turned her back on her
workshop. There were some problems only coffee and ice cream could
fix.

•

Qahwat al Adraj was one of her favourite places to
sit and do the opposite of think. Outside the bustle of the
Hamadiyyah market, too small and plain to be patronised by
obnoxious tourists, it was a well-kept secret tucked beneath a
dusty stone staircase: the servers were beautiful, the coffee
exquisite, and the iced treats in summer particularly fine. As she
closed the short distance between it and her workshop, she tried to
force her gaze up from the dusty path her feet had long ago
memorised, tried to empty herself of the day’s frustrations to make
room for her city’s beauties.

There: a young man with dark skin and a
dazzling smile, his tight-knotted braids declaring him a
merchantinventor, addressing a gathering crowd to display his
newest brass automata. “Ladies and Gentlemen,” he called, “the
British Chef!” and demonstrated how with a few cranks and a minimum
of preparation, the long-faced machine could knife carrots into
twisting orange garlands, slice cucumbers into lace. And not far
from him, drawn to the promise of a building audience, a beautiful
mechanical, her head sculpted to look like an amira’s head-dress,
serving coffee from the heated cone of it by tipping forward in an
elegant bow before the cup, an act that could not help but make
every customer feel as if they were sipping the gift of a
cardamom-laced dance.

Hessa smiled to them, but frowned to herself.
She had seen them all many times before. Today she was conscious,
to her shame, of a bitterness towards them: what business had they
being beautiful to her when they were not the sea?

Arriving, she took her usual seat by a window
that looked out to Touma’s Gate, sipped her own coffee, and tried
not to brood.

She knew what Salma would have said. Go to
the sea, she would have urged, bathe in it! Or, if you
cannot, read the thousands of poems written to it! Write a poem
yourself! Or, slyly, then, only think of something
you yourself find beautiful—horses, berries, books—and hide it
beneath layers and layers of desire until the thing you love is
itself obscured. Every pearl has a grain of sand at its heart, no?
Be cunning. You cannot know all the world, my dear, as intimately
as you know your stones.

But she couldn’t. She had experimented with
such dreams, crafted them for herself; they came out wrapped in
cotton wool, provoking feeling without vision, touch, scent. Any
would-be dream crafter could do as well. No, for Sitt Warda, who
had already patronised four of the city’s crafters before her, it
would never do. She had to produce something exquisite, unique. She
had to know the sea as Sitt Warda knew it, as she wanted it.

She reached for a newspaper, seeking
distraction. Lately it was all airships and trade agreements
surrounding their construction and deployment, the merchant fleets’
complaints and clamour for restrictions on allowable cargo to
protect their own interests. Hessa had a moment of smirking at the
sea-riding curmudgeons before realising that she had succumbed,
again, to the trap of her knotting thoughts. Perhaps if the sea was
seen from a great height? But that would provoke the sensation of
falling, and Sitt Warda did not want a flying dream…

Gritting her teeth, she buried her face in
her hands—until she heard someone step through the doorway,
sounding the hollow glass chimes in so doing. Hessa looked up.

A woman stood there, looking around, the
early afternoon light casting a faint nimbus around her, shadowing
her face. She was tall, and wore a long, simple dark blue coat over
a white dress, its embroidery too plain to declare a regional
origin. Hessa could see she had beautiful hands, the gold in them
drawn out by the midnight of the blue, but it was not these at
which she found herself staring. It was the woman’s hair.

Unbound, it rippled.

There was shame in that, Hessa had always
felt, always been taught. To wear one’s hair so free in public was
to proclaim oneself unbound to a trade, useless; even the travelers
who passed through the city bound knots into their hair out of
respect for custom, the five braids of travelers and visitors who
wished themselves known as such above anything else, needing
hospitality or good directions. The strangeness of it thrilled and
stung her.

It would perhaps not have been so shocking
were it one long unbroken sheet of silk, a sleek spill of ink with
no light in it. But it rippled, as if just released from many
braids, as if fingers had already tangled there, as if hot breath
had moistened it to curling waves. Brazen, thought Hessa,
the word snagging on half-remembered lines of English poetry,
brazen greaves, brazen hooves. Unfamiliar words, strange,
like a spell—and suddenly it was a torrent of images, of rivers and
aching and spilling and immensity, because she wanted that hair in
her own hand, wanted to see her skin vanish into its blackness,
wanted it to swallow her while she swallowed it—

It took her a moment to notice the woman was
looking at her. It took another for Hessa to flush with the
understanding that she was staring rudely before dropping her gaze
back to her coffee. She counted to seventy in her head before
daring to look up again: by the time she did, the woman was seated,
a server half hiding her from Hessa’s view. Hessa laid money on the
table and rose to leave, taking slow, deliberate steps towards the
door. As soon as she was outside the coffee house, she broke into a
run.

Two nights later, with a piece of finely
shaped quartz pulsing against her brow, Sitt Warda Al-Attrash
dreamed of her former lover with honeysuckle sweetness, and if the
waves that rose and fell around them were black and soft as hair,
she was too enraptured to notice.

•

Hessa could not stop thinking of the woman. She took
to eating most of her meals at Qahwat al Adraj, hoping to see her
again—to speak, apologise for what must have seemed appalling
behaviour, buy her a drink—but the woman did not return. When she
wasn’t working, Hessa found her fingertips tracing delicate,
undulating lines through the gem dust that coated her table, thighs
tightly clenched, biting her lip with longing. Her work did not
suffer for it—if anything, it improved tremendously. The need to
craft flooded her, pushed her to pour the aching out into copper
and crystal.

Meantime, Sitt Warda could not stop speaking
of Hessa, glowing in her praise; she told all her wealthy friends
of the gem among dream-crafters who dimmed all others to ash,
insisting they sample her wares. Where before Hessa might have had
one or two commissions a week, she began to receive a dozen a day,
and found herself in a position to pick and choose among them. This
she did—but it took several commissions before she saw what was
guiding her choice.

“Craft me a dream of the ruins of Baalbek,”
said one kind-eyed gentleman with skin like star-struck sand,
“those tall, staggering remnants, those sloping columns of sunset!”
Hessa ground them just shy of twilight, that the dreamt columns
might be dimmed to the colour of skin darkened by the light behind
it, and if they looked like slender necks, the fallen ones angled
slant as a clavicle, the kind-eyed gentleman did not complain.

“Craft me a dream of wings and flight,”
murmured a shy young woman with gold-studded ears, “that I might
soar above the desert and kiss the moon.” Hessa ground a cabochon
with her right hand while her left slid between her legs, rocking
her to the memory of long fingers she built into feathers, sprouted
to wings just as she moaned a spill of warm honey and
weightlessness.

Afterwards, she felt ashamed. She thought,
surely someone would notice—surely, some dreamer would part the
veils of ecstasy in their sleep and find her burning behind them.
It felt, awkwardly, like trespass, but not because of the dreamers;
rather, it seemed wrong to sculpt her nameless, braidless woman
into the circlets she sold for crass money. It felt like theft,
absurd though it was, and in the aftermath of her release, she felt
guilty, too.

But she could not find her; she hardly knew
how to begin to look. Perhaps she had been a traveler, after all,
merely releasing her hair from a five-braided itch in the late
afternoon; perhaps she had left the city, wandered to wherever it
was she came from, some strange land where women wore their hair
long and wild and lived lives of savage indolence, stretching out
beneath fruit trees, naked as the sky—

The flush in her cheeks decided her. If she
couldn’t find her woman while waking, then what in the seven skies
was her craft for, if not to find her in sleep?

•

Hessa had never crafted a dream for her own use. She
tested her commissions, sometimes, to ensure their quality or
correct an error, but she always re-cast the dream in fresh quartz
and discarded the test-stone immediately, throwing it into the bath
of saltwater-steam that would purify it for re-working into simple
jewelry. It would not do, after all, for a silver necklace or brass
ring to bear in it the echo of a stranger’s lust. Working the hours
she did, her sleep was most often profound and refreshing; if she
dreamt naturally, she hardly ever remembered.

She did not expect to sleep well through the
dream she purposed.

She closed shop for a week, took on no new
commissions. She hesitated over the choice of stone; a dream
crafted in white quartz could last for up to three uses, depending
on the clarity of the crystal and the time she took in grinding it.
But a dream crafted in amethyst could last indefinitely—could
belong to her forever, as long as she wanted it, renewing itself to
the rhythm of her thoughts, modulating its song to harmonise with
her dream-desires. She had only ever crafted two dreams in
amethyst, a matched set to be given as a wedding gift, and the sum
she commanded for the task had financed a year’s worth of materials
and bought her a new lathe.

Reluctantly, she chose the white quartz.
Three nights, that was all she would allow herself; three nights
for a week’s careful, loving labour, and perhaps then this
obsession would burn itself out, would leave her sated. Three
nights, and then no more.

She wondered if Salma had ever done anything
of the sort.

•

For three days, she studied her only memory of the
woman, of her standing framed in the doorway of Qahwat al Adraj,
awash in dusty light; she remembered the cut of her coat, its
colour, and the woman’s eyes focusing on her, narrowing, quizzical.
They were almost black, she thought, or so the light made them. And
her hair, of course, her endless, splendid, dreadful hair, curling
around her slim neck like a hand; she remembered the height of her,
the narrowness that made her think of a sheathed sword, of a buried
root, only her hair declaring her to be wild, impossible,
strange.

Once the woman’s image was perfectly fixed in
her thoughts, Hessa began to change it.

Her stern mouth softened into hesitation,
almost a smile; her lips parted as if to speak. Hessa wished she
had heard her voice that day—she did not want to imagine a sound
that was not truly hers, that was false. She wanted to shift, to
shape, not to invent. Better to leave her silent.

Her mouth, then, and her height; she was
probably taller than Hessa, but not in the dream, no. She had to be
able to look into her eyes, to reach for her cheeks, to brush her
thumb over the fullness of her lips before kissing them. Her mouth
would be warm, she knew, and taste—Here, again, she faltered. She
would taste, Hessa, decided, of ripe mulberries, and her mouth
would be stained with the juice. She would have fed them to her,
after laughing over a shared joke—no, she would have placed a
mulberry in her own mouth and then kissed her, yes, lain it on her
tongue as a gift from her own, and that is why she would taste of
mulberries while Hessa pressed a hand to the small of her back and
gathered her slenderness against herself, crushed their hips
together….

It took her five days to build the dream in
her thoughts, repeating the sequence of her imagined pleasures
until they wore grooved agonies into her mind, until she could
almost savour the dream through her sleep without the aid of stone
or circlet. She took a full day to cast the latter, and a full day
to grind the stone to the axes of her dream, careful not to miss a
single desired sensation; she set it carefully into its copper
circlet.

Her fingers only trembled when she lifted it
onto her head.
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The first night left her in tears. She had never
been so thoroughly immersed in her art, and it had been long, so
long since anyone had approached her with a desire she could answer
in kisses rather than craft. She ached for it; the braidless
woman’s body was like warm water on her skin, surrounded her in the
scent of jasmine. The tenderness between them was unbearable, for
all that she thirsted for a voice, for small sighs and gasps to
twine with her own. Her hair was down-soft, and the pleasure she
took in wrapping it around fingers left her breathless. She woke
tasting mulberries, removed the circlet, and promptly slept until
the afternoon.

The second night, she nestled into her
lover’s body with the ease of old habit, and found herself
murmuring poetry into her neck, old poems in antique meters,
rhythms rising and falling like the galloping warhorses they
described. “I wish,” she whispered, pressed against her afterwards,
raising her hand to her lips, “I could take you riding—I used to,
when I was little. I would go riding to Maaloula with my family,
where almond trees grow from holy caves, and where the wine is so
black and sweet it is rumoured that each grape must have been
kissed before being plucked to make it. I wish,” and she sighed,
feeling the dream leaving her, feeling the stone-sung harmony of it
fading, “I wish I knew your name.”

Strangeness, then—a shifting in the dream, a
jolt, as the walls of the bedroom she had imagined for them fell
away, as she found she could look at nothing but her woman’s eyes,
seeing wine in them, suddenly, and something else, as she opened
her mulberry mouth to speak.

“Nahla,” she said, in a voice like a granite
wall. “My name is—”

Hessa woke with the sensation of falling from
a great height, too shocked to move. Finally, with great effort,
she removed the circlet, and gripped it in her hands for a long
time, staring at the quartz. She had not given her a name. Was her
desire for one strong enough to change the dream from within? All
her dream-devices were interactive to a small degree, but she
always planned them that way, allowing room, pauses in the stone’s
song that the dreamer’s mind could fill—but she had not done so
with her own, so certain of what she wanted, of her own needs. She
had decided firmly against giving her a name, wanting so keenly to
know the truth—and that voice, so harsh. That was not how she would
have imagined her voice…

She put the circlet aside and rose to dress
herself. She would try to understand it later that night. It would
be her final one; she would ask another question, and see what
tricks her mind played on her then.

But there would be no third night.

That afternoon, as Hessa opened her door to
step out for an early dinner at Qahwat al Adraj, firm hands grasped
her by the shoulders and shoved her back inside. Before she could
protest or grasp what was happening, her braidless woman stood
before her, so radiant with fury that Hessa could hardly speak for
the pain it brought her.

“Nahla?” she managed.

“Hessa,” she threw back in a snarl. “Hessa
Ghaflan bint Aliyah bint Qamar bint Widad. Crafter of dreams. Ask
me how I am here.”

There were knives in Hessa’s throat—she felt
it would bleed if she swallowed, if she tried to speak.

“How?”

“Do you know,” she was walking, now, walking
a very slow circle around her, “what it is like,”—no, not quite
around, she was coming towards her but as wolves did, never in a
straight line before they attacked, always slant, “to find your
dreams are no longer your own? Answer me.”

Hessa could not. This, now, felt like a dream
that was no longer her own. Nahla’s voice left her nowhere to hide,
allowed her no possibility of movement. Finally, she managed
something that must have looked enough like a shake of her head for
Nahla to continue.

“Of course you wouldn’t. You are the mistress
here, the maker of worlds. I shall tell you. It is fascinating, at
first—like being in another country. You observe, for it is strange
to not be at the centre of your own story, strange to see a
landscape, a city, an ocean, bending its familiarity towards
someone not yourself. But then—then, Hessa—”

Nahla’s voice was an ocean, Hessa decided,
dimly. It was worse than the sea—it was the vastness that drowned
ships and hid monsters beneath its sparkling calm. She wished she
could stop staring at her mouth.

“—then, you understand that the landscapes,
the cities, the oceans, these things are you. They are built out of
you, and it is you who are bending, you who are changing for the
eyes of these strangers. It is your hands in their wings, your neck
in their ruins, your hair in which they laugh and make love—”

Her voice broke there, and Hessa had a tiny
instant’s relief as Nahla turned away from her, eyes screwed shut.
Only an instant, though, before Nahla laughed in a way that was
sand in her own eyes, hot and stinging and sharp.

“And then you see them! You see them in
waking, these people who bathed in you and climbed atop you, you
recognise their faces and think you have gone mad, because those
were only dreams, surely, and you are more than that! But you
aren’t, because the way they look at you, Hessa, their heads tilted
in fond curiosity, as if they’ve found a pet they would like to
keep—you are nothing but the grist for their fantasy mills, and
even if they do not understand that, you do. And you wonder, why,
why is this happening? Why now, what have I done—”

She gripped Hessa’s chin and forced it
upward, pushing her against one of her work tables, scattering a
rainfall of rough-cut gems to the stone floor and slamming agony
into her hip. Hessa did not resist anything but the urge to
scream.

“And then,” stroking her cheek in a mockery
of tenderness, “you see a face in your dreams that you first knew
outside them. A small, tired-looking thing you saw in a coffee
house, who looked at you as if you were the only thing in the world
worth looking at—but who now is taking off your clothes, is filling
your mouth with berries and poems and won’t let you speak, and
Hessa, it is so much worse.”

“I didn’t know!” It was a sob, finally,
stabbing at her as she forced it out. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry—I
didn’t know, Nahla, that isn’t how it works—”

“You made me into your doll.” Another
shove sent Hessa crumpling to the floor, pieces of quartz marking
her skin with bruises and cuts. “Better I be an ancient city or the
means to flight than your toy, Hessa! Do you know the worst
of it?” Nahla knelt down next to her, and Hessa knew that it would
not matter to her that she was crying now, but she offered her
tears up as penance all the same.

“The worst of it,” she whispered, now,
forefinger tracing one of Hessa’s braids, “is that, in the dream, I
wanted you. And I could not tell if it was because I found you
beautiful, or because that is what you wanted me to do.”

They stayed like that for some time, Hessa
breathing through slow, ragged sobs while Nahla touched her head.
She could not bring herself to ask, do you still want me
now?

“How could you not know?” Nahla murmured as
she touched her, as if she could read the answer in Hessa’s hair.
“How could you not know what you were doing to me?”

“I don’t control anything but the stone, I
swear to you, Nahla, I promise,” she could hear herself babbling,
her words slick with tears, blurry and indistinct as her vision.
“When I grind the dream into the quartz, it is like pressing a
shape into wet clay, like sculpture, like carpentry—the quartz, the
wax, the dopstick, the grinding plate, the copper and amber, these
are my materials, Nahla! These and my mind. I don’t know how this
happened, it is impossible—”

“That I should be in your mind?”

“That I, or anyone else, should be in yours.
You aren’t a material, you were only an image—it was never you, it
couldn’t have been, it was only—”

“Your longing,” Nahla said, flatly, and Hessa
tried to ignore the crush of her body’s weight. “Your wanting of
me.”

“Yes.” Silence between them, then a
long-drawn breath. “You believe me?”

A longer silence, while Nahla’s fingers sank
into the braids tight against Hessa’s scalp, scratching it while
clutching at a plaited line. “Yes.”

“Do you forgive me?”

Slowly, Nahla released her, withdrew her
hand, and said nothing. Hessa sighed, and hugged her knees to her
chest. Another moment passed; finally, thinking she might as well
ask, since she was certain never to see Nahla again, she said, “Why
do you wear your hair like that?”

“That,” said Nahla, coldly, “is none of your
business.”

Hessa looked at the ground, feeling a
numbness settle into her chest, and focused on swallowing her
throat-thorns, quieting her breathing. Let her go, then. Let her
go, and find a way to forget this—although a panic rose in her,
that after a lifetime of being taught how to remember, she had
forgotten how to forget.

“Unless,” Nahla continued, thoughtful, “you
intend to make it your business.”

Hessa looked up, startled. While she stared
at her in confusion, Nahla seemed to make up her mind.

“Yes.” She smirked, and there was something
cruel in the bright twist of it. “I would be your apprentice! You’d
like that, wouldn’t you? To make my hair like yours?”

“No!” Hessa was horrified. “I don’t—I
mean—no, I wouldn’t like that at all.” Nahla raised an eyebrow as
she babbled, “I’ve never had an apprentice. I was one only four
years ago. It would not—it would not be seemly.”

“Hessa.” Nahla stood, now, and Hessa rose
with her, knees shaky and sore. “I want to know how this happened.
I want to learn—” she narrowed her eyes, and Hessa recoiled from
what she saw there, but forgot it the instant Nahla smiled. “—how
to do it to you. Perhaps then, when I can teach you what it felt
like, when I can silence you and bind you in all the ways I find
delicious without asking your leave—perhaps then, I can forgive
you.”

They looked at each other for what seemed an
age. Then, slowly, drawing a long, deep breath, Hessa reached for a
large piece of rough quartz, and put it in Nahla’s hand, gently
closing her fingers over it.

“Every stone,” she said, quietly, looking
into her wine-dark eyes, “knows how to sing. Can you hear it?”

As she watched, Nahla frowned, and raised the
quartz to her ear.
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The leaves were turning.

Lorna fueled the car at a mom and pop gas
station in the town of Poger Rock, population 190. Poger Rock
comprised a forgotten, moribund collection of buildings tucked into
the base of a wooded valley a stone’s throw south of Olympia. The
station’s marquee was badly peeled and she couldn’t decipher its
title. A tavern called Mooney’s occupied a gravel island half a
block down and across the two lane street from the post office and
the grange. Next to a dumpster, a pair of mongrel dogs were locked
in coitus, patiently facing opposite directions, Dr. Doolittle’s
Pushmi-pullyu for the twenty-first century. Other than vacant lots
overrun by bushes and alder trees, and a lone antiquated traffic
light at the intersection that led out of town, either toward
Olympia, or deeper into cow country, there wasn’t much else to look
at. She hobbled in to pay and ended up grabbing a few extra
supplies—canned peaches and fruit cocktail, as there wasn’t any
refrigeration at the cabin. She snagged three bottles of bourbon
gathering dust on a low shelf.

The clerk noticed her folding crutch, and the
soft cast on her left leg. She declined his offer to carry her
bags. After she loaded the Subaru, she ventured into the tavern and
ordered a couple rounds of tequila. The tavern was dim and smoky
and possessed a frontier vibe with antique flintlocks over the bar,
and stuffed and mounted deer heads staring from the walls. A great
black wolf snarled atop a dais near the entrance. The bartender
watched her drain the shots raw. He poured her another on the house
and said, “You’re staying at the Haugstad place, eh?”

She hesitated, the glass partially raised,
then set the drink on the counter and limped away without
answering. She assayed the long, treacherous drive up to the cabin,
chewing over the man’s question, the morbid implication of his
smirk. She got the drift. Horror movies and pulp novels made the
conversational gambit infamous; life imitating art. Was she staying
at the Haugstad place indeed. Like hell she’d take that
bait. The townsfolk were strangers to her and she wondered how the
bartender knew where she lived. Obviously, the hills had eyes.

Two weeks prior, Lorna had fled into the
wilderness to an old hunting cabin with her lover Miranda. Miranda
was the reason she’d discovered the courage to leave her husband
Bruce, the reason he grabbed a fistful of Lorna’s hair and threw
her down a flight of concrete stairs in the parking garage of
SeaTac airport. That was the second time Lorna had tried to escape
with their daughter Orillia. Sweet Orillia, eleven years old next
month, was safe in Florida with relatives. Lorna missed her
daughter, but slept better knowing she was far from Bruce’s reach.
He wasn’t interested in going after the child; at least not as his
first order of business.

Bruce was a vengeful man, and Lorna feared
him the way she might fear a hurricane, a volcano, a flood. His
rages overwhelmed and obliterated his impulse control. Bruce was a
force of nature, all right, and capable of far worse than breaking
her leg. He owned a gun and a collection of knives, had done time
years ago for stabbing somebody during a fight over a gambling
debt. He often got drunk and sat in his easy chair, cleaning his
pistol or sharpening a large cruel-looking blade he called an
Arkansas Toothpick.

So, it came to this: Lorna and Miranda
shacked up in the mountains while Lorna’s estranged husband, free
on bail, awaited trial back in Seattle. Money wasn’t a
problem—Bruce made plenty as a manager at a lumber company, and
Lorna helped herself to a healthy portion of it when she headed for
the hills.

Both women were loners by necessity or
device, as the case might be, who’d met at a cocktail party thrown
by one of Bruce’s colleagues and clicked on contact. Lorna hadn’t
worked since her stint as a movie theater clerk during
college—Bruce insisted she stay home and raise Orillia, and when
Orillia grew older, he dropped his pretenses and punched Lorna in
the jaw after she pressed the subject of getting a job, beginning a
career. She’d dreamed of going to grad school for a degree in
social work.

Miranda was a semi-retired artist; acclaimed
in certain quarters and much in demand for her wax sculptures. She
cheerfully set up a mini studio in the spare bedroom, strictly to
keep her hand in. Photography was her passion of late and she’d
brought along several complicated and expensive cameras. She was
also the widow of a once famous sculptor. Between her work and her
husband’s royalties, she wasn’t exactly rich, but not exactly poor
either. They’d survive a couple of months “roughing it.” Miranda
suggested they consider it a vacation, an advance celebration of
“Brucifer’s” (her pet name for Lorna’s soon to be ex) impending
stint as a guest of King County Jail.

She’d secured the cabin through a
labyrinthine network of connections. Miranda’s second (or was it a
third?) cousin gave them a ring of keys and a map to find the
property. It sat in the mountains, ten miles from civilization amid
high timber and a tangle of abandoned logging roads. The driveway
was cut into a steep hillside; a hundred-yard-long dirt track
hidden by masses of brush and trees. The perfect bolt-hole.

Bruce wouldn’t find them here in the
catbird’s seat overlooking nowhere.
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Lorna arrived home a few minutes before nightfall.
Miranda came to the porch and waved. She was tall; her hair long
and burnished auburn, her skin dusky and unblemished. Lorna thought
her beautiful; lush and ripe, vaguely Rubenesque. A contrast to
Lorna’s own paleness, her angular, sinewy build. She thought it
amusing that their personalities reflected their
physiognomies—Miranda tended to be placid and yielding and sweetly
melancholy, while Lorna was all sharp edges.

Miranda helped bring in the groceries—she’d
volunteered to drive into town and fetch them herself, but Lorna
refused and the reason why went unspoken, although it loomed large.
A lot more than her leg needed healing. Bruce had done the
shopping, paid the bills, made every decision for thirteen,
tortuous years. Not all at once, but gradually, until he crushed
her, smothered her, with his so-called love. That was over. A
little more pain and suffering in the service of
emancipation—figuratively and literally—following a lost decade
seemed appropriate.

The Haugstad Cabin was practically a fossil
and possessed of a dark history that Miranda hinted at, but coyly
refused to disclose. It was in solid repair for a building
constructed in the 1920s; on the cozy side, even: thick, slab walls
and a mossy shake roof. Two bedrooms, a pantry, a loft, a cramped
toilet and bath, and a living room with a kitchenette tucked in the
corner. The cellar’s trapdoor was concealed inside the pantry. She
had no intention of going down there. She hated spiders and all the
other creepy-crawlies sure to infest that wet and lightless space.
Nor did she like the tattered bearskin rug before the fireplace,
nor the oil painting of a hunter in buckskins stalking along a
ridge beneath a twilit sky, nor a smaller portrait of a stag with
jagged horns in menacing silhouette atop a cliff, also at sunset.
Lorna detested the idea of hunting, preferred not to ponder where
the chicken in chicken soup came from, much less the fate of
cattle. These artifacts of minds and philosophies so divergent from
her own were disquieting.

There were a few modern renovations—a
portable generator provided electricity to power the plumbing and
lights. No phone, however. Not that it mattered as her cell
reception was passable despite the rugged terrain. The elevation
and eastern exposure also enabled the transistor radio to capture a
decent signal.

Miranda raised an eyebrow when she came
across the bottles of Old Crow. She stuck them in a cabinet without
comment. They made a simple pasta together with peaches on the side
and a glass or three of wine for dessert. Later, they relaxed near
the fire. Conversation lapsed into a comfortable silence until
Lorna chuckled upon recalling the bartender’s portentous question,
which seemed inane rather than sinister now that she was half-
drunk and drowsing in her lover’s arms. Miranda asked what was so
funny and Lorna told her about the tavern incident.

“Man alive, I found something weird today,”
Miranda said. She’d stiffened when Lorna described shooting
tequila. Lorna’s drinking was a bone of contention. She’d hit the
bottle when Orillia went into first grade, leaving her alone at the
house for the majority of too many lonely days. At first it’d been
innocent enough: a nip or two of cooking sherry, the occasional
glass of wine during the soaps, then the occasional bottle of wine,
then the occasional bottle of Maker’s Mark or Johnny Walker, and
finally, the bottle was open and in her hand five minutes after
Orillia skipped to the bus and the cork didn’t go back in until
five minutes before her little girl came home. Since she and
Miranda became an item, she’d striven to restrict her boozing to
social occasions, dinner, and the like. But sweet Jesus, fuck. At
least she hadn’t broken down and started smoking again.

“Where’d you go?” Lorna said.

“That trail behind the woodshed. I wanted
some photographs. Being cooped up in here is driving me a teensy
bit bonkers.”

“So, how weird was it?”

“Maybe weird isn’t quite the word. Gross.
Gross is more accurate.”

“You’re killing me.”

“That trail goes a long way. I think deer use
it as a path because it’s really narrow but well-beaten. We should
hike to the end one of these days, see how far it goes. I’m curious
where it ends.”

“Trails don’t end; they just peter out. We’ll
get lost and spend the winter gnawing bark like the Donners.”

“You’re so morbid!” Miranda laughed and
kissed Lorna’s ear. She described crossing a small clearing about a
quarter mile along the trail. At the far end was a stand of Douglas
Fir and she didn’t notice the tree house until she stopped to snap
a few pictures. The tree house was probably as old as the cabin;
its wooden planks were bone yellow where they peeked through moss
and branches. The platform perched about fifteen feet off the
ground, and a ladder was nailed to the backside of tree….

“You didn’t climb the tree,” Lorna said.

Miranda flexed her scraped and bruised
knuckles. “Yes, I climbed that tree, all right.” The ladder was
very precarious and the platform itself so rotted, sections of it
had fallen away. Apparently, for no stronger reason than boredom,
she risked life and limb to clamber atop the platform and
investigate.

“It’s not a tree house,” Lorna said. “You
found a hunter’s blind. The hunter sits on the platform,
camouflaged by the branches. Eventually, some poor hapless critter
comes by, and blammo! Sadly, I’ve learned a lot from Bruce’s
favorite cable television shows. What in the heck compelled you to
scamper around in a deathtrap in the middle of the woods? You
could’ve gotten yourself in a real fix.”

“That occurred to me. My foot went through in
one spot and I almost crapped my pants. If I got stuck I could
scream all day and nobody would hear me. The danger was worth it,
though.”

“Well, what did you find? Some moonshine in
mason jars? D.B. Cooper’s skeleton?”

“Time for the reveal!” Miranda extricated
herself from Lorna and went and opened the door, letting in a rush
of cold night air. She returned with what appeared to be a bundle
of filthy rags and proceeded to unroll them.

Lorna realized her girlfriend was presenting
an animal hide. The fur had been sewn into a crude cape or cloak;
beaten and weathered from great age, and shriveled along the hem.
The head was that of some indeterminate predator—possibly a wolf or
coyote. Whatever the species, the creature was a prize specimen.
Despite the cloak’s deteriorated condition, she could imagine it
draped across the broad shoulders of a Viking berserker or an
Indian warrior. She said, “You realize that you just introduced
several colonies of fleas, ticks, and lice into our habitat with
that wretched thing.”

“Way ahead of you, baby. I sprayed it with
bleach. Cooties were crawling all over. Isn’t it neat?”

“It’s horrifying,” Lorna said. Yet, she
couldn’t look away as Miranda held it at arm’s length so the pelt
gleamed dully in the firelight. What was it? Who’d worn it and why?
Was it a garment to provide mere warmth, or to blend with the
surroundings? The painting of the hunter was obscured by shadows,
but she thought of the man in buckskin sneaking along, looking for
something to kill, a throat to slice. Her hand went to her
throat.

“This was hanging from a peg. I’m kinda
surprised it’s not completely ruined, what with the elements.
Funky, huh? A Daniel Boone era accessory.”

“Gives me the creeps.”

“The creeps? It’s just a fur.”

“I don’t dig fur. Fur is dead. Man.”

“You’re a riot. I wonder if it’s worth
money.”

“I really doubt that. Who cares? It’s not
ours.”

“Finders keepers,” Miranda said. She held the
cloak against her bosom as if she were measuring a dress. “Rowr!
I’m a wild-woman. Better watch yourself tonight!” She’d drunk
enough wine to be in the mood for theater. “Scandinavian legends
say to wear the skin of beast is to become the beast. Haugstad fled
to America in 1910, cast out from his community. There was a series
of unexplained murders back in the homeland, and other unsavory
deeds, all of which pointed to his doorstep. People in his village
swore he kept a bundle of hides in a storehouse, that he donned
them and became something other than a man, that it was he who tore
apart a family’s cattle, that it was he who slaughtered a couple of
boys hunting rabbits in the field, that it was he who desecrated
graves and ate of the flesh of the dead during lean times. So, he
left just ahead of a pitchfork-wielding mob. He built this cabin
and lived a hermit’s life. Alas, his dark past followed. Some of
the locals in Poger Rock got wind of the old scandals. One of the
town drunks claimed he saw the trapper turn into a wolf and nobody
laughed as hard as one might expect. Haugstad got blamed whenever a
cow disappeared, when the milk went sour, you name it. Then, over
the course of ten years or so a long string of loggers and ranchers
vanished. The natives grew restless and it was the scene in Norway
all over again.”

“What happened to him?”

“He wandered into the mountains one winter
and never returned. Distant kin took over this place, lived here
off and on the last thirty or forty years. Folks still remember,
though.” Miranda made an exaggerated face and waggled her fingers.
“Booga-booga!”

Lorna smiled, but she was repulsed by the
hide, and unsettled by Miranda’s flushed cheeks, her loopy grin.
Her lover’s playfulness wasn’t amusing her as it might’ve on
another night. She said, “Toss that wretched skin outside, would
you? Let’s hit the rack. I’m exhausted.”

“Exhausted, eh? Now is my chance to take full
advantage of you.” Miranda winked as she stroked the hide. Instead
of heading for the front door she took her prize to the spare
bedroom and left it there. She came back and embraced Lorna. Her
eyes were too bright. The wine was strong on her breath. “Told you
it was cool. God knows what else we’ll find if we look sharp.”
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They made fierce love. Miranda was much more
aggressive than her custom. The pain in Lorna’s knee built from a
small flame to a white blaze of agony and her orgasm only
registered as spasms in her thighs and shortness of breath,
pleasure eclipsed entirely by suffering. Miranda didn’t notice the
tears on Lorna’s cheeks, the frantic nature of her moans. When it
ended, she kissed Lorna on the mouth, tasting of musk and salt, and
something indefinably bitter. She collapsed and was asleep within
seconds.

Lorna lay propped by pillows, her hand
tangled in Miranda’s hair. The faint yellow shine of a
three-quarter moon peeked over the ridgeline across the valley and
beamed through the window at the foot of the bed. She could tell it
was cold because their breaths misted the glass. A wolf howled and
she flinched, the cry arousing a flutter of primordial dread in her
breast. She waited until Miranda’s breathing steadied, then crept
away. She put on Miranda’s robe and grabbed a bottle of Old Crow
and a glass and poured herself a dose and sipped it before the main
window in the living room.

Thin, fast moving clouds occasionally crossed
the face of the moon and its light pulsed and shadows reached like
claws across the silvery landscape of rocky hillocks and canyons,
and stands of firs and pine. The stars burned a finger-width above
the crowns of the adjacent peaks. The land fell away into deeper
shadow, a rift of darkness uninterrupted by a solitary flicker of
manmade light. She and Miranda weren’t welcome; the cabin and its
former inhabitants hadn’t been either, despite persisting like
ticks bored into the flank of a dog. The immensity of the void
intimidated her, and for a moment she almost missed Bruce and the
comparative safety of her suburban home, the gilded cage, even the
bondage. She blinked, angry at this lapse into the bad old way of
thinking, and drank the whiskey. “I’m not a damned whipped dog.”
She didn’t bother pouring, but had another pull directly from the
bottle.

The wolf howled again and another answered.
The beasts sounded close and she wondered if they were circling the
cabin, wondered if they smelled her and Miranda, or whether their
night vision was so acute they could see her in the window—she half
in the bag, a bottle dangling from her hand, favoring her left leg,
weak and cut from the herd. She considered the cautionary tale of
Sven Haugstad and drank some more. Her head spun. She waited for
another howl, determined to answer with her own.

Miranda’s arms encircled her. She cupped
Lorna’s breasts and licked her earlobe, nibbled her neck. Lorna
cried out and grabbed Miranda’s wrist before she registered who it
was, and relaxed. “Holy crap, you almost gave me a heart attack!”
The floor creaked horribly, they’d even played a game of chopsticks
by rhythmically pressing alternating sections with their shoes, but
she hadn’t heard her lover cross the room. Not a whisper.

Something metallic snicked and an orange
flame reflected in the window and sweet, sharp smoke filled Lorna’s
nostrils. Miranda gently pressed a cigarette to Lorna’s lips.
Miranda said, “I needed this earlier, except I was too damned lazy
to leave the covers. Better late than never.”

“Gawd, you read my mind.” Lorna took a drag,
then exhaled contentedly. The nicotine mixed with the alcohol did
its magic. Her fear of the night land and its creatures receded. “I
guess I can forgive you for sneaking up on me since you’ve offered
me the peace pipe. Ahhh, I’ve fallen off the wagon. You’re evil.
Did you hear the wolves?”

“Those aren’t wolves,” Miranda said. She
reclaimed the cigarette. She inhaled and the cigarette’s cherry
floated in the window as her face floated in the window, a blur
over Lorna’s shoulder. “Those are coyotes.”

“No shit?”

“Is that why you’re so jumpy? You thought the
wolves were gonna get you?”

“I’m not jumpy. Well, sheesh—an almost full
moon, wolves howling on the moor, er, in the woods. Gotta admit
it’s all kinda spooky.”

“Not wolves. Coyotes. Come to bed…It’s
chilly.”

“Right. Coyotes,” Lorna said. “I’m
embarrassed. That’s like peeing myself over dingoes or
raccoons.”

Snug under a pile of blankets, Lorna was
drifting off to sleep when Miranda said in a dreamy voice,
“Actually, coyotes are much scarier than wolves. Sneaky, sneaky
little suckers. Eat you up. Lick the blood all up.”

“What?” Lorna said. Miranda didn’t answer.
She snored.

•

One morning, a woman who resembled Vivian Leigh at
the flowering of her glory knocked on the door. She wore a green
jacket and a green and yellow kerchief and yellow sunglasses. Her
purse was shiny red plastic with a red plastic strap. Her gloves
were white. Her skirt was black and her shoes were also black. She
smiled when Lorna opened the door and her lipstick was blood red
like the leaves. “Oh, I’m very sorry to disturb you, Ma’am. I seem
to be a trifle lost.” The woman introduced herself as Beth. She’d
gone for a drive in the hills, searching for the Muskrat Creek
Campground. “Apparently, I zigged when I should’ve zagged,” she
said, and laughed a laugh worthy of the stage. “Speaking of
zigzags, do you mind?” She opened an enamel case and extracted a
cigarette and inserted it into a silver holder and lighted up with
a stick match. It was all very mesmerizing.

Lorna had nearly panicked upon hearing the
knock, convinced Bruce had tracked her down. She recovered and
invited the woman inside and gave her a cup of coffee. Miranda had
gone on her morning walk, which left Lorna with the task of
entertaining the stranger while deflecting any awkward questions.
She unpacked the road map from her Subaru and spread it across the
table. She used a pencil to mark the campgrounds, which were
twenty-odd miles from the cabin. Beth had wandered far off course,
indeed.

“Thank goodness I came across you. These
roads go on forever.” Beth sipped her coffee and puffed on her
fancy cigarette. She slipped her sunglasses into her purse and
glanced around the cabin. Her gaze traveled slowly, weighing
everything it crossed. “You are certainly off the beaten path.”

“We’re private people,” Lorna said. “Where’s
your car?”

Beth gestured toward the road. “Parked around
the corner. I didn’t know if I could turn around in here, so I
walked. Silly me, I broke a heel.” She raised her calf to show that
indeed yes, the heel of her left pump was wobbly.

“Are you alone?”

“Yes. I was supposed to meet friends at the
campgrounds, but I can’t reach anybody. No bars. I’m rather cross
with them and their directions.”

Lorna blinked, taking a moment to realize the
woman meant she couldn’t get proper phone reception. “Mine works
fine. I’d be happy to let you place a call—”

“Thanks anyway, sweetie.” Beth had sketched
directions inside a notebook. “It’ll be a cinch now that I’ve got
my bearings.” She finished her coffee, said thanks and goodbye,
waving jauntily as she picked her way down the rutted lane.

Lorna started the generator to get hot water
for a quick shower. After the shower she made toast and more coffee
and sat at the table relaxing with a nice paperback romance, one of
several she’d had the foresight to bring along. Out the window, she
glimpsed movement among the trees, a low and heavy shape that she
recognized as a large dog—no, not a dog, a wolf. The animal almost
blended with the rotten leaves and wet brush, and it nosed the
earth, moving disjointedly, as if crippled. When it reared on its
hind legs, Lorna gasped. Miranda pulled back the cowl of the hide
cloak, and leaned against a tree. Her expression was strange; she
did not quite appear to be herself. She shuddered in the manner of
a person emerging from a trance and walked to where the driveway
curved and left three paper plates pressed into the bank. She
spaced the plates about three feet apart. Each bore a bull’s-eye
drawn in magic marker.

Miranda came inside. She’d removed the hide.
Her hair was messy and tangled with twigs and leaves. “Who was
here?” Her voice rasped like she’d been shouting.

“Some woman looking for a campground.” Lorna
recounted the brief visit, too unnerved to mention what she’d
witnessed. Her heart raced and she was overcome by dizziness that
turned the floor to a trampoline. Miranda didn’t say anything. She
opened a duffel bag and brandished a revolver. She examined the
pistol, snapping its cylinder open, then shut. Lorna wasn’t
particularly conversant with guns, but she’d watched Bruce enough
to know this one was loaded. “I thought we were going to discuss it
before you bought one,” she said.

Miranda rattled a small box of shells and
slipped them into the pocket of her vest. “I didn’t buy one. A
friend gave it to me when I told him about Brucifer. An ex cop.
This sucker doesn’t have a serial number.”

“There’s no reason to be upset. She was lost.
That’s all.”

“Of course she was.”

Lorna watched her put the gun in her other
pocket. “What’s wrong?”

“You’ve only paid cash, right? No debit card,
no credit card?”

“You mean in town?”

“I mean anywhere. Like we agreed. No credit
cards.”

“Tell me what’s wrong. She was lost. People
get lost. It’s not unheard of, you know. And it doesn’t matter. I
didn’t tell her my name. I didn’t tell her anything. She was lost.
What was I supposed to do? Not answer the door? Maybe stick that
gun in her face and demand some ID?”

“The campgrounds are closed,” Miranda said.
“I was outside the door while she gave you her shuck and jive. She
came in a panel van. A guy with a beard and sunglasses was driving.
Didn’t get a good look at him.”

Lorna covered her face. “I think I’m gonna be
sick.”

Miranda’s boots made loud clomping sounds as
she walked to the door. She hesitated for a few moments, then said,
“It’s okay. You handled her fine. Bruce has got entirely too much
money.”

Lorna nodded and wiped her eyes on her
sleeve. “We’ll see how much money he has after my lawyer gets
through with him.”

Miranda smiled. It was thin and pained, but a
smile. She shut the door behind her. Lorna curled into a ball on
the bed. The revolver fired, its report muffled by the thick walls
of the cabin. She imagined the black holes in the white paper. She
imagined black holes drilling through Bruce’s white face. Pop, pop,
pop.

•

Miranda brought Lorna to a stand of trees on the
edge of a clearing and showed her the hunting blind. The bloody sun
fell into the earth and the only slightly less bloody moon swung,
like a pendulum, to replace it in the lower black of the sky. “That
is one big bad yellow moon,” Miranda said.

“It’s beautiful,” Lorna said. “Like an
iceberg sliding through space.” She thought the fullness of the
moon, its astral radiance, presaged some kind of cosmic shift. Her
blood sang and the hairs on her arms prickled. It was too dark to
see the platform in the branches, but she felt it there, heard its
timbers squeak in the breeze.

“Been having strange dreams,” Miranda said.
“Most of them are blurry. Last one I remember was about the people
who used to live around here, a long time ago. They weren’t gentle
folks, that’s for sure.”

“Well, of course not,” Lorna said. “They
stuck a deer head over the fireplace and skinned poor hapless
woodland critters and hung them in the trees.”

“Yeah,” Miranda said. She lighted a
cigarette. “Want one?”

“No.”

Miranda smoked most of her cigarette before
she spoke again. “In the latest dream it was winter, frost thick on
the windows. I sat on the bearskin rug. Late at night, a big fire
crackling away, and an old man, I mean old as dirt, was kicked back
in a rocker, talking to me, telling me stuff. I couldn’t see his
face because he sat in the shadows. He wore old-timey clothes and a
fur jacket, and a hat made out of an animal head. Coyote or wolf.
He explained how to set a snare for rabbits, how to skin a deer.
The dream changed and jumped around, like dreams do, and we were
kneeling on the floor by the carcass of, I dunno what. A possum, I
think. The meat was green and soft; it had been dead a while. The
old man told me a survivor eats what’s around. Then he stuck his
face into that mess of stinking meat and took a bite.”

“That’s a message,” Lorna said. “The great
universal consciousness is trying to tell you, us, to adapt. Adapt
or die.”

“Or it could be a dream, full stop.”

“Is that what you think?”

“I think it’s time to get our minds right.
Face the inevitable.”

“The inevitable?”

“We’re never going to get away,” Miranda
said.

“Well, that’s a hell of an attitude.”

“I saw that van again. Parked in that gravel
pit just down the road. They’re watching us, Lorna.”

“Oh, Jesus.”

“Don’t worry about those bastards. They’ll be
dealt with.”

“Dealt with? Dealt with how?” Lorna’s mind
flashed to the revolver. The notion of Miranda shooting anyone in
cold blood was ridiculous. Yet, here in the dark beyond the reach
of rule or reason, such far-fetched notions bore weight. “Don’t get
any crazy ideas.”

“I mean, don’t worry yourself sick over the
help. Nah, the bigger problem is your husband. How much time is
Bruce going to get? A few months? A year? Talk about your lawyer.
Bruce’s lawyer is slick. He might not get anything.
Community service, a stern admonition from the judge to go forth
and sin no more.”

Lorna winced. Stress caused her leg to throb.
The cigarette smoke drove her mad with desire. She stifled a sharp
response and regarded the moon instead. Her frustration dissolved
in the presence of cold, implacable majesty. She said, “I know.
It’s the way of the world. People like Bruce always win.” She’d
called Orillia earlier that evening, asked her how things were
going at the new school. Orillia didn’t want to talk about school;
she wanted to know when she could see Daddy again, worried that he
was lonely. Lorna had tried to keep emotion from her voice when she
answered that Mom and Dad were working through some issues and
everything would soon be sorted. Bruce was careful to not hit Lorna
in front of their daughter, and though Orillia witnessed the
bruises and the breaks, the sobbing aftermath, she seemed to
disassociate these from her father’s actions.

“There are other ways to win.” Miranda was a
black shadow against the dead silver grass. “Like you said—adapt or
die. The old man showed me. In the beginning you need a prop, but
it gets easier when you realize it’s all in your head.”

It was a long walk back through the woods.
Dry leaves crunched beneath their shoes. They locked themselves
into the cabin and got ready for bed.

Lorna’s dreams had been strange as well, but
she’d kept quiet. She wasn’t open about such things, not even with
Miranda. The ghost of old man Haugstad didn’t speak to Lorna;
instead, her dreams transported her to the barren slopes above the
tree line of the valley. The moon fumed and boiled. She was a
passenger in another’s body, a body that seethed with profound
vitality. The moon’s yellow glow stirred her blood and she raced
down the slope and into the trees. She smelled the land, tasted it
on her lolling tongue, drawing in the scent of every green deer
spoor, every droplet of coyote musk, every spackling of piss on
rock or shrub. She smelled fresh blood and meat-blacked bone. There
were many, many bones scattered across the mountainside.
Generational heaps of them—ribs, thighs, horns, skulls. These
graveyards were secret places, scattered for miles across deep,
hidden caches and among the high rocks.

Lorna stroked Miranda’s belly. Miranda’s
excess had melted away in recent days. She was lean from day-long
hikes and skipped meals and her scent was different, almost gamey,
her hair lank and coarse. She was restless and she whined in her
sleep. She bit too hard when they made love.

Miranda took Lorna’s hand and said, “What is
it?”

“I’m afraid you’re going to leave.”

“Oh, where the fuck is this coming from?”

“Something’s different. Something’s changed.
You weren’t honest about where you found the coat. The skin.”

Miranda chuckled without humor. “Let sleeping
dogs lie.”

“I’m not in the mood for cute,” Lorna
said.

“My sweet one. I left out the part that
might…frighten you. You’re skittish enough.”

“I’m also not in the mood for Twenty
Questions. What did you mean earlier—the old man showed you?”

“Old man Haugstad told me where to look, what
I needed to do.”

“In a dream.”

“Not in a dream. The day I discovered the
blind, a coyote skulked out of the bushes and led me along the
path. It was the size of a mastiff, blizzard white on the muzzle
and crisscrossed with scars.”

“I don’t understand,” Lorna said, but was
afraid she might.

“We’re here for a reason. Can’t you feel the
power all around us? After I lost Jack, after I finally accepted he
was gone, I pretty much decided to off myself. If I hadn’t met you
at that party I probably would’ve died within a few days. I’d
picked out the pills, the clothes I intended to wear, knew exactly
where it was going to happen. When was the only question.”

Lorna began to cry.

“I won’t leave you. But it’s possible you
might decide not to come with me.” Miranda rolled to her opposite
side and said nothing more. Lorna slowly drifted to sleep. She woke
later while it was still dark. Miranda’s side of the bed was a cold
blank space. Her clothes were still piled on the floor. In a moment
of sublimely morbid intuition, Lorna clicked on a flashlight and
checked the spare bedroom where Miranda had taken to hanging the
fur cloak from a hook on the door. Of course the cloak was
missing.

She gathered her robe tightly, sparing a
moment to reflect upon her resemblance to the doomed heroines on
any number of lurid gothic horror novel covers and went outdoors
into the freezing night. Her teeth chattered and her fear became
indistinguishable from the chill. She poked around the cabin,
occasionally calling her lover’s name, although in a soft tone,
afraid to attract the attention of the wolves, the coyotes, or
whatever else might roam the forest at night.

Eventually she approached the woodshed and
saw the door was cracked open by several inches. She stepped
inside. Miranda crouched on the dirt floor. The flashlight was weak
and its flickering cone only hinted and suggested. The pelt covered
Miranda, concealed her so she was scarcely more than a lump. She
whined and shuddered and took notice of the pallid light, and as
she stirred, Lorna was convinced that the pelt was not a loose
cloak, not an ill-fitted garment, but something else entirely for
the manner in which it flexed with each twitch and shiver of
Miranda’s musculature.

The flashlight glass cracked and imploded.
The shed lay in utter darkness except for a thin sliver of
moonlight that burned yellow in Miranda’s eyes. Lorna’s mouth was
dry. She said, “Sweetheart?”

Miranda said in a voice rusty and drugged,
“Why don’t you…go on to bed. I’ll be along. I’ll come see you real
soon.” She stood, a ponderous yet lithe, uncoiling motion, and her
head scraped the low ceiling.

Lorna got out fast and stumbled toward the
cabin. She didn’t look over her shoulder even though she felt hot
breath on the back of her neck.
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They didn’t speak of the incident. For a couple of
days they hardly spoke at all. Miranda drifted in and out of the
cabin like a ghost and Lorna dreaded to ask what she went in the
dead of night, why she wore the hide and nothing else. Evening
temperatures dipped below freezing, yet Miranda didn’t appear to
suffer, on the contrary, she thrived. She hadn’t eaten a bite from
their store of canned goods, hadn’t taken a meal all week. Lorna
lay awake staring at the ceiling as the autumn rains rattled the
windows.

On the fifth or sixth afternoon, she sat
alone at the kitchen table downing the last of the Old Crow. The
previous evening she’d experienced two visceral and disturbing
dreams. In the first she was serving drinks at a barbeque. There
were dozens of guests. Bruce flipped burgers and hob-knobbed with
his office chums. Orillia darted through the crowd with a water
pistol, zapping hapless adults before dashing away. The mystery
woman Beth, and a bearded man in a track suit she introduced as her
husband, came over and told her what a lovely party, what a lovely
house, what a lovely family, and Lorna handed them drinks and
smiled a big dumb smile as Miranda stood to the side and winked,
nodding toward a panel van parked nearby on the grass. The van
rocked and a coyote emerged from beneath the vehicle, growling and
slobbering and snapping at the air. Grease slicked the animal’s fur
black, made its yellow eyes bright as flames.

A moment later, Lorna was in the woods and
chasing the bearded man from the party. His track suit flapped in
shreds, stained with blood and dirt. The man tripped and fell over
a cliff. He crashed in a sprawl of broken limbs, his mouth full of
shattered teeth and black gore. He raised a mutilated hand toward
her in supplication. She bounded down and mounted him, licked the
blood from him, then chewed off his face. She’d awakened with a
cry, bile in her throat.

Lorna set aside the empty bottle. She put on
her coat and got the revolver from the dresser where Miranda had
stashed it for safekeeping. Lorna hadn’t fired the gun despite
Miranda’s offer to practice. However, she’d seen her lover go
through the routine—cock the hammer, pull the trigger, click, no
real trick. She didn’t need the gun, wouldn’t use the gun, but
somehow its weight in her pocket felt good. She walked down the
driveway, moving gingerly to protect her bum knee, then followed
the road to the gravel pit where the van was allegedly parked. The
rain slackened to drizzle. Patches of mist swirled in the hollows
and the canyons and crept along fern beds at the edges of the road.
The valley lay hushed, a brooding giant.

The gravel pit was empty. A handful of
charred wood and some squashed beer cans confirmed someone had
definitely camped there in the not so distant past. She breathed
heavily, partially from the incessant throb in her knee, partially
from relief. What the hell would she have done if the assholes her
husband sent were on the spot roasting wienies? Did she really
think people like that would evaporate upon being subjected to
harsh language? Did she really have the backbone to flash the gun
and send them packing John Wayne style?

She thought the first muffled cry was the
screech of a bird, but the second shout got her attention. Her
heart was pounding when she finally located the source about a
hundred yards farther along the road. Tire tracks veered from the
narrow lane toward a forty foot drop into a gulch of trees and
boulders. The van had landed on its side. The rear doors were
sprung, the glass busted. She wouldn’t have noticed it all the way
down there if not for the woman crying for help. Her voice sounded
weak. But that made sense—Beth had been trapped in the wreck for
several days, hadn’t she? One snip of the brake line and on these
hills it’d be all over but the crying. Miranda surely didn’t fuck
around, did she? Lorna bit the palm of her hand to stifle a
scream.

“Hey,” Miranda said. She’d come along as
stealthily as the mist and lurked a few paces away near a thicket
of brambles. She wore the mangy cloak with the predator’s skull
covering her own, rendering her features inscrutable. Her feet were
bare. She was naked beneath the pelt, her lovely flesh streaked
with dirt and blood. Her mouth was stained wine-dark. “Sorry,
honeybunch. I really thought they’d have given up the ghost by now.
Alas, alack. Don’t worry. It won’t be long. The birds are
here.”

Crows hopped among the limbs and drifted in
looping patterns above the ruined van. They squawked and squabbled.
The woman yelled something unintelligible. She wailed and fell
silent. Lorna’s lip trembled and her nose ran with snot. She swept
her arm to indicate their surroundings. “Why did you bring me
here?”

Miranda tilted her misshapen head and smiled
a sad, cruel smile. “I want to save you, baby. You’re weak.”

Lorna stared into the gulch. The mist
thickened and began to fill in the cracks and crevices and covered
the van and its occupants. There was no way she could navigate the
steep bank, not with her injury. Her cell was at the cabin on the
table. She could almost hear the clockwork gears of the universe
clicking into alignment, a great dark spotlight shifting across the
cosmic stage to center upon her at this moment in time. She said,
“I don’t know how to do what you’ve done. To change. Unless that
hide is built for two.”

“Don’t worry, baby.” Miranda took her hand
and led her back to the cabin. and tenderly undressed her. She
smiled faintly when she retrieved the revolver and set it on the
table. She kissed Lorna and her breath was hot and foul. Then she
stepped back and began to pull the hide away from her body and as
it lifted so did the underlying skin, peeling like a scab. Blood
poured down Miranda’s chest and belly and pattered on the
floorboards. The muscles of her cheeks and jaw bunched and she
hissed, eyes rolling, and then it was done and the dripping bundle
was free of her red-slicked flesh. Lorna was paralyzed with horror
and awe, but finally stirred and tried to resist what her lover
proffered. Miranda cuffed her temple, stunning her. She said, “Hold
still, baby. You’re gonna thank me,” and draped the cloak across
Lorna’s shoulders and pulled the skullcap of the beast over Lorna’s
eyes.

“You came here for this?” Lorna said as the
slimy and overheated pelt cupped her and enclosed her. The room
went in and out of focus.

“No, babe. I just followed the trail and here
were are. And it’s good. You’ll see how good it is, how it changes
everything. We’ve been living in a cage, but that’s over now.”

“My god, I loved you.” Lorna blinked the
blood from her eyes. She glanced over and saw the revolver on the
table, blunt and deadly and glowing with the dwindling light. She
grabbed the weapon without thought and pressed it under Miranda’s
chin and thumbed the hammer just as she’d seen it done. Her entire
body shook. “You thought I’d just leave my daughter behind and
slink off to Never-Never Land without a word? Are you out of your
fucking mind?”

“Give it a minute,” Miranda said. The fingers
of her left hand stroked the pelt. “One minute. Let it work its
magic. You’ll see everything in a whole new way. Come on, sweetie.”
She reached for the revolver and it barked and twisted in Lorna’s
hands.

Lorna didn’t weep. Her insides were stone.
She dropped the gun and swayed in place, not focusing on anything.
The light began to fade. She made her way outside and sat on the
porch. She could smell everything and strange thoughts rushed
through her mind.

There was a moment between twilight and
darkness when she almost managed to tear free of the hide and begin
making the calls that would return her to the world, her daughter,
the apocalyptic showdown with the man who’d oppressed her for too
long. The moment passed, was usurped by an older and much more
powerful impulse. Her thoughts turned to the woods, the hills, a
universe of dark, sweet scent. The hunt.

•

Two weeks later, a hiker spotted a murder of crows
in a raucous celebration as they roosted around the wrecked van. He
called emergency services. Men and dogs and choppers swarmed the
mountainside. The case made all of the papers and ran on the local
networks for days. Investigators found two corpses—an adult male
and an adult female—in the van. The cause of death was blunt force
trauma and prolonged exposure to the elements. Further examination
revealed that the brake lines of the van were sawed through,
indicative of homicide. The homicide theory was supported by the
discovery of a deceased adult female on the floor of a nearby
cabin. She’d died of a single bullet wound to the head. A fourth
individual who’d also lived on the premises remained missing and
was later presumed dead. Tremendous scrutiny was directed at the
missing woman’s estranged husband. He professed his innocence
throughout the subsequent trial. That he’d hired the deceased
couple to spy on his wife didn’t help his case.

Years later, a homicide detective wrote a
bestseller detailing the investigation of the killings. Tucked away
as a footnote, the author included a few esoteric quotes and bits
of trivia; among these were comments by the Chief Medical Examiner
who’d overseen the autopsies. According to the ME, it was fortunate
picture ID was present on scene for the deceased. By the time the
authorities arrived, animals had gotten to the bodies, even the one
in the cabin. The examiner said she’d been tempted to note in her
report that in thirty years she’d never seen anything so bizarre or
savage as these particular bites, but wisely reconsidered.

•
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In the South, spring unfolds like magic, temporary
and tantalizing. And then it becomes summer, something else
entirely. This year, the cusp fell on the last week of school.
Spring ripened into sticky summer, while seniors dreamed of future
cities. Sun-drenched mornings and long-lit evenings made homework
feel irrelevant. Euphoria infected the school like a virus.

This was the week that things began between
Elisabeth and Ana Celina.

Elisabeth had lived in the same house in the
same neighborhood since the week she was born. With dishwater blond
hair and liquid blue eyes, she looked like everyone else in her
family, all the way back to the great-grandparents who first eked
out livings on North Carolina farms. Her family was average: one
mother, one father, one boy, one girl, even a dog and a cat. (The
pets kept to themselves.) She liked reading more than television.
She’d known many of her classmates since first grade. She was not
popular, but neither was she disliked.

Ana Celina was the new girl. She stumbled
into their suburban world, ridiculous with her clinking bracelets
and swinging skirts and vivid scarves. In the cafeteria she held
court with the misfits, leaning into long conversations, poring
over the dog-eared sketchbooks they showed her. At parties she came
early and stayed late, smuggling in a bottle of red wine. In the
long hallway between classes, her laughter rang through the noise
like a melody. Everyone loved her.

For months, Elisabeth sat behind Ana Celina
in English class. Ana Celina’s energy was thrilling and worrying;
it made Elisabeth long for something indefinable. Occupied by these
thoughts, Elisabeth missed the best parts of Hamlet and
Madame Bovary, but knew exactly how many freckles Ana Celina
had on each shoulder. Seven on the left, four on the right.

Things went on like this until one day in
late spring. Elisabeth sat by herself, reading The Awakening
and eating lunch: bologna sandwich, juice box, and chips. It was
the same lunch her mother made for her every morning. Elisabeth
didn’t even like bologna. In fact, she was thinking about becoming
a vegetarian.

Suddenly, Ana Celina materialized beside her.
“Grace said you live off Oakland street,” she said, by way of
introduction.

Elisabeth swallowed hastily. “I do.”

“So do I. Oh, doesn’t that book just make you
want to strangle someone?”

Elisabeth knew Ana Celina’s house, though
she’d never been inside. It was a gloomy Victorian, unlike any of
the other houses in the neighborhood. They make faces at it,
Ana Celina would say. The other homes were solid and practical,
ranch-style brick with aluminum shutters and earth-toned trim. If
you used the bathroom at your neighbor’s house, you didn’t need to
ask for directions.

Ana Celina’s house was built of wood, with a
wrap-around porch and arched Victorian windows. It was the color of
milk chocolate, with intricate pink and crimson trim. And it was
right off the main road, where everyone could see it. The neighbors
didn’t know how this had come about, but they weren’t happy about
it.

“So,” Ana Celina said. “You want to come over
sometime?”
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Elisabeth had been curious about the Victorian house
for years. Once she was inside, it won her over. The house was
filled with ephemera, harvested from a lifetime of travel: copper
plates, ceramic vases, Persian rugs in burgundy and yellow,
eclectic art pieces. Window shelves held glass bottles in turquoise
and blue. Crystals dangled over the kitchen sink, spinning rainbows
from light. Potted plants grew lush. Nothing matched. It was a
mishmash of beloved things that formed a charmingly incoherent
whole.

The two girls sat in Ana Celina’s room. Ana
Celina’s gray cat rubbed at their ankles, demanding affection. They
talked about college; it was all anyone talked about these days.
Elisabeth was going to a state university three hours away. Ana
Celina was headed to a school in London. “I need a break from
Neve,” she explained.

“Neve?”

“My mom. Come on. I’ll introduce you. She’s
probably down in her secret lab.” Ana Celina rolled her eyes.

Elisabeth followed Ana Celina through the
house—down the stairs, past the kitchen, to a closed door. Ana
Celina knocked, then paused, waiting for the muffled “come in.”

Ana Celina opened the door and fragrance
rushed out like the surf. Fleeting florals, ripe fruits, fresh
greenery, ancient spices: each scent struggled to make itself
known. Stunned, Elizabeth gazed around the room. It was large, and
filled with shelves. Each shelf was lined with trays. Each tray was
packed with finger-sized vials.

Neve sat in the middle of the room, at a desk
stacked high with tumbling sheaths of paper. She wore a crimson
tunic. Her dark hair was short and curly; her eyes were gray,
dancing with light, just like Ana Celina’s. “Hello, girls,” she
said, smiling. “You must be Elisabeth. Welcome to my secret lab. As
you can see, this is where I concoct my brews.”

“She’s a perfumer,” Ana Celina explained.
“She works on contract for perfume brands. She creates new scents
for their lines.”

“Like Calvin Klein and stuff?” Elisabeth
asked.

They nodded.

“Are those all perfumes?” Elisabeth asked,
gesturing at the vials that lined the walls.

“Not yet,” Neve said. “More like ingredients,
really.”

Neve was unlike any mom Elisabeth knew.
Elisabeth’s own mother was a housewife—except for Mondays,
Wednesdays, and Fridays, when she worked mornings in the office at
their church. She didn’t even wear perfume.

Elisabeth wanted to stay and ask Neve dozens
of questions. She wanted to sniff every vial, maybe even sample a
perfume that no one else had ever worn before.

But Ana Celina seemed anxious to leave. “Come
on,” she said, pulling her away. “I’ll make you a snack.”

Elisabeth helped Ana Celina grill cheese
sandwiches and slice Granny smith apples. Sitting at Ana Celina’s
kitchen table, eating off fine china and drinking from a blue
plastic tumbler, Elisabeth was totally content.

•

Days passed, as summer sprawled uneventfully. The
girls began spending the evenings together and then sleeping over.
They went to bookstores and coffee shops and art supply stores.
They explored the woods that bound their neighborhood together,
connecting the streets and cul-de-sacs like musculature. The woods
became their favorite place, cool and quiet during the hot
afternoons.

Then a day came when everything changed.

It began like all the other days. They were
in the woods, sitting side by side on the surface of a large
boulder, watching the creek as it flowed below. It streamed through
wooded hills, fast and narrow at some places, wide and still at
others, collecting silt and wishes on its way. The drought had left
banks of muddled red clay; summer thunderstorms would choke the
creek with rain once more. Elisabeth’s feet dangled over the
water’s edge; her palms lay flat against the stone. In the breeze,
Ana Celina’s hair tickled whisper-soft against Elisabeth’s bare
shoulder, an accidental intimacy. They were silent, thinking
private thoughts, appreciating the music of chirping birds, running
water, quarreling squirrels.

Then Ana Celina turned and looked at
Elisabeth.

“I have a secret for you,” she said.

Elisabeth’s heart beat faster, a rhythm that
spiraled into itself. “Okay,” was all she could manage.

“It’s complicated.”

“Yes?”

“It’s about my mom.”

“Oh,” Elisabeth said, her breath whooshing
outwards. “What is it?” she asked, confident that this secret
couldn’t be as interesting as her own.

“She’s a witch.”

Elisabeth laughed, but Ana Celina didn’t
laugh with her.

“I’m serious. It’s not black magic or
anything like that. But she knows some spells. Most of them have to
do with perfume.”

Ana Celina tended to exaggerate, making this
revelation a bit hard to take. Elisabeth waited for further
explanation, but none came. “Like, real magic?” she asked
finally.

“Yes,” Ana Celina said. “Real magic. Her
mother taught her. And her mother taught her, I
guess.”

“What other spells does she know?” Elisabeth
hoped for the classics: spells to make yourself beautiful, or rich,
or beloved by the one who meant most to you.

“Little things. Finding lost socks. Mending
broken dishes. Making flowers grow.”

“No beauty potions?”

“No.”

“No curses against your enemies?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Oh.”

“The perfumes she makes for work have just a
teeny-tiny bit of magic in them. The ones with real magic, she
keeps for herself.”

“Have you tried them?”

“That’s the thing. I found this box.”

“What’s in it?”

“Perfumes. Twelve of them. They’re magic. I
held a couple of the vials in my hand. They have that tingle. I
feel it in my fingertips.”

“And?”

“I want to try them. With you.”

“Does your mom know you found them?”

“Maybe,” Ana Celina said, looking away and
twirling a strand of hair around her index finger. “I think she
wanted me to find them.”

•

The box was in Ana Celina’s bedroom, beneath the
bed. The girls sat facing each other, solemn and cross-legged, the
box between them. It was the size of a shoebox, made of wood. The
lid was a paper collage of exploding roses and foreign
architecture.

Inside the box were twelve vials, each the
size of Elisabeth’s little finger.

The girls watched each other, tense and
tingling.

“Let’s do it,” Ana Celina said finally. “You
pick.”

The vials weren’t numbered; their titles were
hand-written in black ink on white labels. Elisabeth chose First
Herb Garden in the City. Trembling slightly, she handed the
vial to Ana Celina.

With practiced fingers, Ana Celina popped the
stopper from the vial. She placed her index finger over the
opening, and tipped it to the side so the liquid coated her finger.
She dabbed it onto her collarbone and the insides of her elbows.
Then she handed it to Elisabeth, who did the same.

They stretched out on the bed with their
hands tucked behind their heads and their eyes closed.

The fragrance washed over them and created a
world.

 


Notes of bay leaf, basil, and parsley evaporate
first, complex and aromatic…then subtle sage and French
lavender…and the ethereal sweetness of honeysuckle. More
complicated scents: moist potting soil, the musty rot of old
gardening gloves, and the sharp tang of cedar wood, warmed by the
sun.

Scents evolve into sensations: the sun warming the
wood is hot on her neck. The traffic is a far-away voice below,
murmuring and bellowing by turns. A gray haze of pollution floats
over the city skyline, thickening in the distance.

Neve tends her garden, teaching her plants to
flourish with the kindest and gentlest spells she knows.

 


The scent faded. Or rather, the memory
faded—the world it evoked shimmered and then disappeared. The scent
remained, a fragrant whiff of basil and honeysuckle.

The girls smiled faintly at one other.
Elisabeth blushed, looked away, unable to speak.

Ana Celina sat up, resting her arms on folded
knees. Her hair curtained her face, flowing straight on either
side. “See?” she said, her mouth laughing, her eyes inscrutable. “I
told you. You didn’t believe me, did you?”

“I didn’t know what you meant. Ana, can you
do this? Will your mother teach you the spells?”

“I’ll never let her.”

“Why not?”

“Magic devours people. I’m never going to be
that person.”

“But—”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

•

In silent agreement, they waited several days before
returning to the box, until the lingering scent in the creases of
their arms had faded completely.

Ana Celina deliberated, stroking fingertips
along the white labels, inspecting her mother’s looping cursive.
Elisabeth waited.

Eventually Ana Celina spoke: “This one.”

 


 


Chance Meeting in Istanbul

Opium-bitter and cinnamon-rich smells of incense,
washed with faded curls of tobacco. A whiff of crushed grape
leaves. Dark-roasted coffee. Aromas of food: spicy meat dripping
fat, eggplant sizzling in fresh olive oil. The air is thick with
pollution, a heaviness to every breath that stinks of ozone and
leaded fuel. Base notes flutter with a slight ocean breeze.

Neve navigates crowded streets, the scents carrying
her, noise blending in uneven registers. She turns a corner, and
there he is. His face emerges from the faceless crowd. He’s exactly
as beautiful as she remembers: the dark hair, studious eyes,
three-day old shave. His smile is quick. Recognition hits her, a
punch in the stomach, and then her chest soars upward, leaving her
bruised stomach behind. It’s him. Always him, in the middle of
nowhere, in the center of everywhere.

 


Elisabeth dragged her fingers across the
surface of Ana Celina’s puffy comforter, remembering the man’s
face—handsome and familiar.

“That’s your father,” Elisabeth said.

“Yes.”

“Do you remember him?” Elisabeth asked.

“Not really. He left when I was small. I
don’t think he liked magic very much.”

Elisabeth wondered how anyone could dislike
magic this fragile and perfect, but the expression on Ana Celina’s
face told her not to say more. Instead, they rested together,
fingers barely touching, until they fell asleep. They napped
through the late afternoon until the sun slanted low through the
windows.

•

A Day in the Orchard, Gathering Peaches

Mellow essence of peach, sweet as syrup. The green
leaves rustling in the summer breeze. The stickiness of sap
trickling down bark. The living smell of warm dirt. The sun warming
the aluminum ladder. Sheer fuzz sticking to Neve’s fingers and
hands. Neve is young, girl-sized, full of curiosity. There’s an
ache in her shoulders as she reaches above her head, and the muted
“thunk” of each peach as she drops it into the pail. A fleeting
scent memory, as she imagines the cinnamon-clove spice of hot peach
pie. Her mother wears a colorful head scarf and sings an
incomprehensible song. One day she’ll teach Neve the words, but not
yet.

 


“Tell me about your grandmother,” Elisabeth
asked.

So Ana Celina explained her family history,
and how secret knowledge passed from mother to daughter. For
generations, the family lived in Grasse, the perfume capital of the
world. In the old days, Ana Celina’s great-grandfather had been
renowned for his fragrances. But Ana Celina believed that his
signature perfumes were really the work of her great-grandmother.
“That’s what Neve thinks, anyways.”

•

Elisabeth returned home one afternoon to find her
mom dusting the guest room.

“Back from Ana’s house?” Margaret asked as
she cleaned the lamp.

“Yeah,” Elisabeth said. “Who’s coming
over?”

Margaret shifted her attention to the desk,
rubbing the dust cloth in expert circles. “Trey’s bringing his
girlfriend over for the weekend.”

Elisabeth’s brother was a junior in college.
His girlfriend wore red baseball caps over a swinging blond
ponytail, and short denim skirts over long tan legs. She fulfilled
their mother’s expectations completely.

“Run get some clean sheets, sweetie.”
Elisabeth’s mom gestured toward the hall closet.

Elisabeth found a fresh pair, scented of
laundry detergent and the clothes line. (In summer, her mom aired
the linens outside before putting them in the dryer. It was one of
Elisabeth’s favorite things about warm weather.) Together, they
stripped and remade the bed.

“I’ll probably be making this bed up for your
boyfriends before too long,” Margaret said. “Can’t believe my
little girl’s going off to college so soon.”

Elisabeth smiled, but didn’t answer. The
moment evoked a memory: a day several years ago, her brother’s
first big date. Their mother had hugged him by the door,
straightening his shirt collar, telling him to have fun and be real
careful. After closing the door, she’d turned to Elisabeth, sitting
at the kitchen table with her homework. “I’ll probably be telling
you the same thing before too long,” Margaret had said, looking
misty.

She said it differently now. Like she was
reassuring herself most of all.

This was why Elisabeth never answered. It was
the kind of secret that became too big to tell anyone, even
yourself. It was the kind of secret that fell apart when you forced
it into words.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m going to miss you
guys.”

She helped her mother straighten the
bookshelves and fluff the pillows. She wondered if her mother knew
how silly it was to enact this guest room charade; undoubtedly
Trey’s girlfriend would sneak up to his bedroom once the lights
were out. Elisabeth suspected that her mother did know this, yet
observed the ritual anyway. Rituals were the straight lines they
walked along, charades the defenses that kept their lives in
check.

•

Cabin in the Mountains, with Him

Maple syrup and the rich oils of freshly chopped
walnuts. Tender golden waffles, hot off the iron. Crackling
fireplace, dancing flames tinged with pine smoke and sizzling sap.
The dense warmth of the cabin air. Earthy smell of goose-down
comforters. Pungent coffee brewing, drip-drip-drip. She’s warm all
over, shuffling in wool socks. He drizzles syrup on her waffle in a
complex pattern of circles and stars. With his index finger he rubs
the tip of her nose. They grin at each other. They don’t need to
say a word, so they don’t.

 


“Do you wish you could see him?” Elisabeth
asked.

“Maybe. Yes. Of course.”

“Where is he?”

“Somewhere in Europe. Neve doesn’t like to
talk about it. Maybe she doesn’t know.”

“Why did he leave?”

“I don’t know. Because Neve was always more
wrapped up in making perfume than anything else. Because she wanted
to have adventures. Because she’s never really gotten around to
understanding that she is a grown-up and this is real life. I guess
she thought that magic excused her from all that.”

Surprised by Ana Celina’s outburst, Elisabeth
was quiet for a moment. Though she accepted it, she never
understood the tension between Ana Celina and Neve. Neve was
interesting and charming, and let Ana Celina do whatever she
wanted. Sometimes she even gave them a bottle of red wine, or money
for dinner at restaurants they could never afford.

Elisabeth thought for a while. “Maybe he left
for the same reasons that people always leave.”

“Like what?” Ana Celina asked, strangely
hostile. But Elisabeth didn’t have an answer. She thought about her
own father, who lived with them, yet had seemed absent for years.
She had no scents with which to remember him, not even a scrapbook.
She wanted to tell Ana Celina that fathers didn’t matter. We
don’t need fathers, she would say. We don’t need men, we
don’t need boys. We can be perfectly happy on our own,
together. But she was afraid that Ana Celina wouldn’t
understand.

•

Cooking Dinner with Him

The crisp sweetness of red bell peppers and
refreshing cucumber. Sweet mango and acidic pineapple. Conflicting
scents of mint, cilantro and basil. Fresh pressed garlic. Mingled
juices messy on her fingers.

His aftershave is citrus, aromatic—notes of lemon,
bergamot, musk, cedarwood. His smell is something different, a
scent that only exists in her mind… Comfort.

 


“She was so happy then,” Ana Celina said,
speaking first. “Doesn’t she seem happy? Not like now. Always
sitting alone, working or drinking wine.”

“She seems comfortable,” Elisabeth said
cautiously.

“But she could never be comfortable,” Ana
Celina grumbled. “Oh, no. We have to travel around the world,
always searching for new scents and things. She acts like her whole
life is about finding new stuff, just so she can remember it later
on.”

“I think she knew that she couldn’t be happy
unless she lived a life with lots of adventure and excitement,”
Elisabeth said carefully. She thought this sounded very much like
Ana Celina herself. But she wasn’t sure if Ana Celina knew it
yet.

“I don’t understand why we can’t just live a
normal life,” Ana Celina said. “No perfume. No stupid magic.”

But why would you want a normal life?
Elisabeth wondered, but didn’t say aloud.

•

“How come we never go to your house?” Ana Celina
said. “I want to go to your house.”

“Because it’s boring,” Elisabeth said.

“So?” Ana Celina said, then: “No it’s
not.”

“Okay,” Elisabeth sighed. “We’ll go to my
house this time.”

They walked through the woods together, Ana
Celina leading the way. They emerged from the woods in Elisabeth’s
backyard, blinking in the blazing sun. The world smelled of warm
pine straw and melting asphalt.

It was a Thursday, which meant that
Elisabeth’s mother would be at home and her father would be at
work.

Her parents had a bad marriage, but it was
the boring kind. They never got into fights because they never
talked. Elisabeth’s father spent his time mowing the lawn, washing
the car, and organizing the garage. Elisabeth’s mother spent her
time vacuuming the floors, polishing the furniture, and making
balanced meals. The garage was very neat, with a spotless concrete
floor. Dinner was very predictable, with a meat, a starch, and a
vegetable. Occasionally, her parents discussed the news, or how
messy the neighbor’s yard looked.

I will never get married, Elisabeth
vowed whenever she thought about them.

Elisabeth and Ana Celina banged through the
screen door and took off their shoes; that was the rule. “Hey,”
Elisabeth called.

Her mother appeared from the kitchen. “Hey,
Liz,” she said. “Oh, hello, Ana Celina. Would y’all like some
cookies?”

“Hi, Margaret,” Ana Celina said. “Yes,
please.”

Margaret pulled away the plastic wrap from a
plate of cookies and offered it to them. Elisabeth rummaged in the
refrigerator for her carton of soy milk.

Margaret was comfortably middle-aged—a little
pudgy around the middle, but tall enough to carry it well. She
maintained her figure by going to step aerobics twice a week with
ladies from church. Her blonde hair was darker than Elisabeth’s,
with tones of gray and gold, cut into a smooth shoulder-length bob.
It was the haircut she’d had for years.

Margaret sat at the table and watched them
eat, taking nothing for herself. Now that she was in her forties,
she hardly ate anymore. On the mantel was a picture of Elisabeth’s
parents at their high school prom, looking impossibly young and
fresh-faced. Sometimes Elisabeth caught Margaret staring wistfully
at the picture. She wondered if her mother was remembering the days
when she and Elisabeth’s dad still loved each other, or the days
when she was pretty and thin.

Elisabeth munched her cookie. Ana Celina
talked, laughed, complimented the cookies, dipped her cookies in
milk, dropped crumbs on the table, clattered around the kitchen
looking for paper towels. Elisabeth watched her. It was impossible
not to; she was an irresistible force, drawing Elisabeth’s
attention with magnetic power.

Elisabeth glanced at her mother, sitting at
the table with her hands folded. While Elisabeth watched Ana
Celina, Elisabeth’s mother watched Elisabeth, worry in her eyes.
She saw the adoration on Elisabeth’s face, the unrequited longing.
For a moment their eyes touched, and Elisabeth understood. She
wanted to say: What, me? You’re the one with problems. But
she just looked away.

•

Swing Set by The Pier

Aquatic notes, synthetic but tantalizing with a tang
of salt, sweet undertone of fresh watermelon. Rotting vegetation,
algae, damp wood. An aura of fish, gleaming scales, gutted insides;
accumulated scum on the dank undersides of the pier.

Gently lapping waves as tame as a river bank,
licking the white sandbar. Cold sand scuffing beneath bare feet.
The distinctive pungency of metal, clinging to their fingers. The
swings creaking wearily. Their bare toes trailing lines in the
sand. The gulf is impossibly dark and the waves lap invisibly on
the beach. This is their last moment; goodbye is coming, so they
let the silence linger, as the end inches closer with each groan of
the swing set. Once your heart’s been broken, there’s nothing left
to say.

 


Affected by the fragrance, Elisabeth and Ana
Celina didn’t say anything either. But Elisabeth thought ahead to
the fast-approaching future when they would say goodbye, too. She
wanted things to end joyously, with promises of more to come. Which
meant there were many things that simply must remain unsaid.

•

It was an evening in late July. They sat with Neve
in the living room, as she drank wine and studied a creative brief.
Then she read it aloud.

It described a woman, the kind of woman that
every woman longs to be: sexy but reserved, alluring but
restrained, ever the object of unrequited love and never its
victim. It was Neve’s job to decide what this woman should smell
like.

“Ideas?” Neve asked, refilling her wine
glass.

“Lemon ice,” Elisabeth said.

“Violets,” Ana Celina said.

“I imagine her on a sail boat,” Neve said.
“Sitting to one side. Laughing a little, an obscure smile on her
face. Raking her fingers through her hair.”

“Not aquatic, though,” Ana Celina said.

“No,” Neve said. “Too open. It has to be
something more sophisticated and mature.”

“Amber and iris,” Ana Celina said.

Ana Celina flipped through the stacks of
fashion and beauty magazines that Neve kept for inspiration. The
fashion spreads sparked ideas, fleeting visions of potential
scents. Perfume is about the future as much as it’s about the past;
it draws on desire, even as it plays with our memories.

Ana Celina browsed the magazines, comparing
herself to the supermodels, with their endless legs and glossy
complexions. “Don’t be silly,” Elisabeth said. “They’re not even
real.” She thought about launching into a speech about tools of the
patriarchy, but usually that was Ana Celina’s job.

Ana Celina shrugged. “Real or not, I still
wish I looked like that. Ohh, and I still wish he was my boyfriend.
Delicious.” She pointed to a Dior or Ralph Lauren man that looked
like a boy. He was shirtless and gorgeous, perfectly sculpted. He
didn’t look real either.

Elisabeth felt a flash of betrayal, which
faded immediately into the bloom of embarrassment. She picked up a
magazine for herself and didn’t say anything else.

They looked at the pictures, but they didn’t
rip apart the paper tabs to smell the perfume. Those samples were
empty now, nothing more than pretty scents. They weren’t alive, and
they had no stories to tell.

•

Rock Concert, Wearing His Perfume

Essence of rose, rose absolute. The sheerest hint of
violet and mandarin. Rich base notes of woody ambers, golden and
glowing. Neve wears this scent layered between her breasts and on
her wrists. The scent is her intoxication, her fever-dream. There’s
the haze of cigarette smoke and the tang of beer on the breath of
the man beside her, the salt of her own sweat. Music crashes around
her, and the musician she loves screams into his microphone, his
voice soaring upwards from his slender frame. She’s close enough to
see his tattoos.

Every time she brushes away her hair, her gold
bracelets tinkle against her skin and she breathes the scent
emanating with her pulse, the scent that remains her favorite. It’s
the scent she made when she fell in love with him. Like the
daughter they created together, with her freckled cheeks and frank
smile and heart-shaped face. He will remain with her always. She
can’t decide if that’s consolation. So she loses herself in the
music and tries not to miss the feeling of his arms around her.

•

Summer faded. The trees were no longer as vibrantly
green, and the thunderstorms came in full force. Clouds rolled in
midday, pouring torrential rains on hot pavement so that steam rose
from the puddles. Thunder rang like gunshots, bathing the sky in
electric light.

Summer faded and fall drew closer, bringing
immense waves of change. Ana Celina would leave for London in just
two weeks. Elisabeth felt she was already losing her, as if Ana
Celina was drifting away even when they were side by side.

•

They sampled Parade in New York City,
1986.

Afterward, Ana Celina smiled. “She knows I
have the box,” Ana Celina said. “She wants us to explore the rest.
Maybe she thinks it will make me change my mind.”

“Will it make you change your mind?”
Elisabeth asked.

“No,” Ana Celina said, but she shrugged, and
Elisabeth could tell it wasn’t that simple anymore.

They tried Philosophy at the Café in
Paris. Lost Without a Map in Rome. Possible Fairy
Sighting.

Until only one remained. In silent agreement,
they’d both saved it for last.

First Kiss.

They embraced ritual, brushing scent on their
wrists and clavicles.

 


Essence of roses, rose absolute. It flutters; it
wavers; it remains, pure and true. The cream tinged with pink. The
irresistible red. Roses complicated by middle notes: duplicitous
jasmine and finicky heliotrope. Vanilla: a warm beginning that
darkens to a seductive core.

A garden at twilight, when the blooms drift shut and
the scents are strongest. The first star appears; it’s not a star
at all, but Venus, flickering unevenly, lit with the brilliance of
its flaming sky.

He stands beside her, his arm around her shoulders.
His arm circles tighter, pulls her in close. His jaw inches toward
hers. Stars explode on the insides of her eyelids.

 


Ana Celina and Elisabeth lay side by side.
Their eyes opened slowly. Their arms were sweet with the fragrance
of roses. Elisabeth’s heart thudded inside her chest, flushing her
cheeks with rose-like pink. She thought: Now. If not now, then
never.

She glanced sideways at Ana Celina, dark hair
spread across the pillow. Her cheeks were flushed and freckled. Her
eyes remained half-closed, her lips slightly parted, her fingertips
tense. Remembering. Or imagining—a world that happened before she
was born, lives that excluded her before they conceived of her. Or
maybe simply wanting.

Elisabeth saw everything Ana Celina thought,
and none of it included Elisabeth. In her own way, Ana Celina had
told Elisabeth everything she needed to know.

So then, never.

They’d opened the last vial. They’d dreamed
the last dream. There was no more memory, only an ending. There was
only the sensual summer, coming to an end and bringing goodbye.

When Elisabeth lay in bed that night, a cave
tunneled its way through her chest, and an emptiness opened inside
her arms.

•

Ana Celina left a week later.

The night before her flight, they sat in her
living room, sharing a bottle of champagne with Neve. Bubbling with
excitement, Ana Celina imagined the worlds that lay before her
across the ocean; she dreamed aloud of adventures in faraway
European cities. Elisabeth pretended to be happy for her. “Promise
me you’ll call whenever you come to visit,” Elisabeth said. “I’ll
drive back to see you.” It was only a couple hours; nothing like a
trans-Atlantic flight.

Ana Celina promised she would. Elisabeth knew
she wouldn’t.

They hugged each other tightly, hair brushing
each other’s cheeks.

“I’ll come in the morning to say goodbye,”
Elisabeth promised. “What time are you leaving for the
airport?”

Ana Celina was vague. “After breakfast,” she
said, finally.

•

The next morning was humid, suffocating. The sky was
gray with slow-moving clouds. Heat crackled anxiously in the air,
anticipating rain. Elisabeth ran all the way through the woods,
taking a simple comfort in the way her sneakers pounded against the
dirt.

As she emerged from the woods on Ana Celina’s
side, the first thunderclap shook the treetops.

When she knocked on the door, it was Neve
that answered.

“I came to say goodbye,” Elisabeth said
breathlessly, wiping sweat from her forehead.

Neve frowned. “I’m sorry. She left already. I
just got back from dropping her off.”

There was another earsplitting crack of
thunder.

For an instant, Elisabeth imagined it as an
earthquake, the ground opening beneath her, a crevice widening
between her feet. Lightning snaked across the sky.

Looking closer, Elisabeth saw Neve’s
red-rimmed eyes and pale smile. For a minute, she felt sorry for
Neve; Ana Celina had left her, too. But then she remembered—all the
memories, all the adventures, all the cities that Neve knew. Ana
Celina deserved to know them too.

She hated them both, for everything they
would do without her.

She turned abruptly for home.

“Wait,” Neve said. She disappeared into the
house, leaving the door half-open. When she returned, she held an
envelope. The word Liz was scrawled in looping cursive
across the front. “She asked me to give this to you.”

Elisabeth received the envelope cautiously.
There was a lump in the middle, a shape she recognized. “Thank
you,” she said, even though she felt too sad to be polite.

“Come back and say hello sometime,” Neve
said.

“I will,” Elisabeth said. She wouldn’t.

She ran home. The storm inhabited the world
in a war of light and noise, the first fat rain drops hitting the
pavement just as she made it to her own yard.

She went to her bedroom and closed the door.
She was trembling, but she managed to open the envelope anyway.

Inside was a note, scratched in leaking black
ink on creamy card stock.

 


My first. I let Neve show me a few things. I made it
for you.

Love always,

Ana Celina

 


The note was wrapped around a vial, shaped
like all the others.

Tears coursed down Elisabeth’s cheeks. I
can’t believe she left without saying goodbye, she told
herself, but it was a lie. Ana Celina was the kind of person who
never wanted to say goodbye, or never needed to. Elisabeth wasn’t
surprised, not really, and that hurt the most. She flung herself
across her bed and sobbed, drenching her pillow with a flood of
tears.

There was a knock at the door. Elisabeth
ignored it.

A minute passed; then her mother opened the
door, peered in cautiously, and rushed to the bed.

Elisabeth tried to stop crying. She willed
herself to corral the tears inside, or send them back to the
source. She couldn’t. She sobbed.

Margaret tucked Elisabeth’s hair back and
made soothing noises. “Oh, sweetheart,” she said. “Did Ana Celina
leave?”

“Ye-es,” Elisabeth squeezed out.

Margaret shook her head in silent regret.
“You poor thing.” She got up, found tissues, offered them over.
“You’re heartbroken, aren’t you.”

Elisabeth nodded, blew her nose. She sniffled
and hiccuped and blew her nose again.

Her mother petted her hair, and Elisabeth
surrendered to it, feeling like a child again, lulled by her
mother’s gentle fingers. “Sweetie,” her mother said. “There will be
more girls, lots more. She never really saw you, anyway. She never
got how special you are. But I know.”

Elisabeth heard the quaver in her mother’s
voice. She didn’t look at her. She couldn’t.

“Everything will be all right,” Margaret
said, her hand still stroking Elisabeth’s hair. Then she
straightened her back and squared her shoulders, as if she’d made a
decision, one she was determined to see to the end. “Trust me,
sweetie. Everything will be all right.”

•

A few days passed before Elisabeth opened the vial.
Maybe she wanted to get over being angry; maybe she wanted to save
it for later. She wasn’t sure. She kept busy, packing for school
and shopping with her mother, who never stopped thinking of things
Elisabeth might need.

Finally, she was ready.

She sat on the bed. Removed the vial. It
wasn’t labeled.

The liquid was perfectly clear. She dabbed a
few drops on her collarbone, then swiped her fingertip across the
crease in her arm. She stretched out, closed her eyes. She breathed
out, breathed in, breathed out.

 


Delicate, woody smells of forest and moss. A hint of
cool water, dark earth, smooth stone. Notes of magnolia and
honeysuckle. Warm skin and hair.

The boulder at the edge of the stream that felt like
the edge of the world. The hard swirls of granite, cool to their
fingertips. The trickle of water below. The rustling in the trees,
live with vibrations that began in the roots and traveled to the
highest leaves.

The hollows in their knees. The freckles on their
shoulders. Their drumming feet. Their slender fingers. Crooked
smiles, shining eyes, swinging hair. A thudding heart.

I have a secret for you.

•

 


 


D
is for Delicious

 


 


Steve Berman

 


 


Ms. Grackle heard the word “Scrumptious” whispered
in her ear as she tended Chucky Goldberg’s skinned knee. But then,
all week long she’d been hearing voices.

When she reached into a glass jar for a gauze
pad to cover his scrape, she found instead a folded strip of paper
covered with rows of colored dots. It would have fallen on the worn
linoleum if Chucky hadn’t grabbed one trailing end. As he giggled
away, she checked the drawer where she kept spare supplies and
found it full of pink tufts of cotton candy.

The oversweet smell brought back memories of
a distant summer during high school spent behind the counter of the
Snack Shack. Memories of Effie Lintz, who had a gap between her
front teeth that made the young Miss Grackle stare and tingle all
over—a gap meant more for tongues than spit.

Uncomfortable with dredging up the past, she
slammed the drawer shut. Chucky, still sweaty from gym class,
jumped. The poster of Inner Workings of the Nose fell to the
floor.

“My mother won’t let me eat sugar.” Chucky
crunched and chomped on the candy. “She wants me
enthusiastic, not manic, she always says.” Chucky had
already taken his daily dosage of Ritalin.

By the time Chucky had torn off every
dot—leaving his slick tongue swirled with color—Ms. Grackle had
found enough tiny bandages to cover his kneecap in a patchwork
pattern. “Cool,” he said, and dropped the empty paper on the floor
before running back to the classrooms.

Ms. Grackle dumped all the candy in the
battered trashcan. She sat down at her desk and discovered a
chocolate bar in the snout of the piggy bank the fifth graders had
bought her as a retirement present. She tugged the bar free.

Candy. For almost a week she had been finding
shiny gumballs, cellophane-covered nougats, and black licorice
crows littered around her office. Tongue depressors replaced by
lollipops fashioned from pink or purple sugar. At first, she had
thought it was a prank played by the children or by Mr. Crad, the
French teacher, who last year had sent an entire giggling class to
her complaining not of cooties but coutés. But the treats now
appeared so suddenly that nothing scientific or educational could
be behind them.

She washed the milk chocolate residue from
her hands with antibacterial soap. When she turned back, a woman in
her thirties with long black hair and an even longer green
apple-shaded dress had taken her chair. The woman looked familiar
despite her smile. The icicles hanging from Ms. Grackle’s
windowsill this past winter had looked less white, less sharp than
those teeth.

“You look hungry,” the woman said.

Ms. Grackle stepped back. Her stomach
did grumble. She had packed a tuna fish and tomato sandwich
but when lunchtime came the soggy wheat bread and pasty fish had
been less than appealing, with a smell worse than any dumpster. Had
she missed an expiration date on the can? Mrs. Towfer, the second
grade teacher, had rescued the sandwich at the last moment, as Ms.
Grackle brought it near the garbage pail. She had watched as Mrs.
Towfer’s lips had smacked away while the stink of a dirty aquarium
hung about the faculty lunchroom.

She couldn’t remember the last time she had
eaten anything. Last week? She felt a bit hollow. Not weak,
but definitely not all there, either, as if with every missed meal
a part of her went missing as well.

“If you’re my replacement,” said Ms. Grackle,
looking the woman over, admiring her—when you’re a senior citizen,
you can do so without seeming lecherous—“then I am sorry to tell
you the office won’t be vacant until summer school.”

The woman laughed with a handsome resonance
that lingered a second too long in the air. “I’m not surprised
you’ve forgotten me. A bit hurt though.” She slapped the daily
calendar off the desk. “Congratulations for your forty-five years
at Marchen Elementary this coming Friday, dear. I’m here to serve
as your retirement advisor.”

“Did the principal send you? The union?”

“No. I represent a much older, more
distinguished group: witches. You’re a member whether you like it
or not.”

Ms. Grackle winced. Now and then, a child
might smile at her, but nearly five decades of hearing “Cackle
Grackle” sing-songed had left her tender. She often thought
children teased the school staff for the same reason a caged canary
mocked a cat: resentment for being kept penned for hours for its
own good. And didn’t the students only associate her with hurt,
stinging antiseptic, and nausea?

“I’m sorry, Miss—”

“Hamilton. Remember me yet?” The woman rubbed
her hands together. White powder drifted across the speckled
linoleum floor. “No? Well, let’s take a ride.”

“School’s not over, Miss Hamilton.” Though
her official day ended at 2:30 p.m., Ms. Grackle often stayed well
past 4:00. She’d drive to the library or walk in the park if the
weather was nice. Her small apartment felt rather like a jail cell
these days.

“Hamilton. No Miss. Three syllables are
enough. And they’re not going to fire you for playing hooky this
once.” She pulled a gold foil-wrapped coin the size of a quarter
from her own ear and dropped it into the piggy bank.

“I’d be setting a bad example for the
children, being in the car with a total stranger.” Ms. Grackle left
unsaid how she didn’t trust Hamilton even though she did seem more
familiar by the moment.

“I can ask nicer.” Hamilton snapped her
fingers and a dish of glazed donuts appeared. Ms. Grackle could
smell how fresh they were. “Pretty please with sugar on top.”
Hamilton’s smile belonged to a wild animal. “Or we can meet for
dinner tonight.”

Dinner with such a woman? Ms. Grackle felt
her breath hitch in her lungs as if she were asthmatic. Too many
years ago she could have refused with the slightest of smiles, the
ones martyrs prided themselves on wearing. Now, she shook her head,
as if in a daze. Her fingers reached for her car keys. Dinner with
such a woman was more dangerous than an accident on the road.

•

Ms. Grackle drove a battered two-door hatchback, so
rusty that she’d nicknamed it “Ol’ Tetanus.” Last fall, she had
promised herself a brand new sedan with soft seats and air
conditioning as her first retirement extravagance. But the
newspaper reviews of automobiles she’d cut out as promising had
been ignored for the past few months.

Hamilton guided her through unrecognizable
parts of town. And Hamilton’s clothes had, well, changed,
when she wasn’t looking. Now, with an almost demure air about her
as she sat in the passenger seat, Hamilton wore a starched white
nurse’s uniform, one she’d last seen in some Shirley Eaton film on
Turner Classic Movies.

They parked in front of a long building with
a slouching roof and dangling shutters on the windows. The sign out
front read “The D’Aulnoy Shelter for Subsistence Beldames.” The
lawn was brown and dead. A very old woman, winter-twig thin and
wearing only a bathrobe and slippers, plodded along the
grounds.

“Is this a nursing home?” Ms. Grackle
asked.

“Of sorts. Though the witches inside would
insist it’s more of a health retreat.”

“She doesn’t look healthy.”

“No, not at all.” Hamilton left the car.
“Come on.”

Witches cannot exist, Ms. Grackle told
herself. Such things were never mentioned at Seton Hall.

The old woman in the bathrobe muttered, “Dry
as a bone inside,” as they passed her.

As a trained nurse, Ms. Grackle knew that
“dry as a bone” was wrong. Large bones had spongy marrow and
manufactured blood cells. She thought the air inside the shelter
should be compared to something else. Dust maybe. Or brittle
newspaper left in the attic for a hundred years. Her skin flaked
after a few steps down the hallway. Flour sprinkled down from
Hamilton’s fingernails like fine ash.

The women living at the shelter each looked
older than the next. Tired skeletons covered in ivory skin, tufted
at the skull with cotton candy-colored hair. Lemon-drop eyes
blinked at Ms. Grackle. She saw the old women—not witches, she told
herself—turn away from Hamilton.

“They look starved.” To her amazement, she
saw Hamilton was crying.

“Yes, it’s tragic.”

Abuse was common at nursing homes. She often
worried what would happen to her when she could no longer care for
herself. But the school district was quite clear that retirement at
her age was mandatory.

“Shouldn’t we be calling the police?”

“Do you remember the story of Hansel and
Gretel? Witches need to eat children. All that baby fat is so
nutritious.” Hamilton wiped her face clean of the tear tracks and
the bit of drool slipping from her mouth. “But some are too afraid
to nibble. So they shrivel.”

Ms. Grackle stared at Hamilton. Her face was
plump, her skin smooth.

“You look…well fed.”

The witch—Ms. Grackle had no doubts
now—smacked coral-tinted lips. “I have a thing for Brownies.”

An aroma, both domestic in its simplicity and
decadent in its promise, of baking chocolate drifted from Hamilton
like perfume and revived in Ms. Grackle the memory of their first
encounter.

•

She had yet to choose a major. Her mother had
approved Seton Hall’s Catholic education as a first step toward
vocation—she should become a teaching nun. Miss Grackle was
uncertain. One autumn evening that remembered summer’s warmth, she
left the dorm with a sweater held in her fist. It trailed through
fallen leaves behind her. And when she breathed in the night air,
the scent of warm brownies filled her.

She had to follow the smell, and
wandered to the grounds of the nursing school. She found the
second-floor window, open and bright, and the tray cooling on the
sill. Then came Juliet.

No, her name was not really Juliet. But Miss
Grackle had just read Shakespeare’s play days before—and had cried
over how stupid Juliet had been to waste her life—and the sight of
a wistful girl coming to the window, resting her elbows beside the
baking pan to sigh into the night, filled the young Miss Grackle to
the brim with ache. And maybe, just maybe, she whispered up, “That
I might touch that cheek.”

The not-Juliet looked down then and smiled
and made her feel like the heir to the Montague fortune.

“Stargazing?” Not-Juliet asked.

Miss Grackle nodded and smiled ever-so-small
at the joke the girl could not understand.

“I baked brownies.” Not-Juliet lifted one
side of the pan and the rich smell actually doubled. “I was pricked
too often today.”

“Pricked?” Miss Grackle felt her face grow
warm. Warmer than the pan, she suspected.

Not-Juliet grinned. “Be a good girl.” She
stretched out an arm. “In class. We take turns giving needles. No
matter how you try to make it a game, it hurts.”

One of the saints—her mother was always
quoting them—had said, “This fire of Purgatory will be more severe
than any pain that can be felt, seen or conceived in this world.”
Miss Grackle had always thought that a bit of hyperbole; wasn’t
Hell true torture?

But now she understood what the saint
meant—nothing seemed so uncomfortable, so restrictive as standing
ten feet below such a pretty girl while the air was warm and sweet.
She could stand on her toes, lift her arms high, and still
not-Juliet would be out of reach. And she wanted nothing more than
to brush her fingers against what promised to be the softest cheek
in the world.

“I might share.” Not-Juliet reached into the
pan and pulled loose a hunk of brownie. She held it over Miss
Grackle’s head. “Would you like that?”

Feeling like a hound eager to please her
mistress, Miss Grackle nodded fast. “Ever so much.”

Then not-Juliet brought the brownie to her
lips and took a bite. Crumbs fell. “Go to the door. I will let you
in.”

•

Ms. Grackle’s legs trembled. She found a comfy
chair. Across from her, another old woman wearing bland pajamas
stared at wallpaper decorated with rows of vegetables. A tray
across her lap held a plastic bowl of colorless mush and a matching
teacup of steaming water that looked sad without a tea bag.

“You finally remember me.”

Ms. Grackle nodded. “But you look—”

“You are what you eat. A retirement benefit,
if you will.” Hamilton reached out but stopped just shy of Ms.
Grackle’s stiff , gray curls. “After the school bell rings at 2:30
this Friday, you could be like me.”

“I…I…I want to say ‘nonsense.’”

“Time to grow up. We’re not born this way.
Long ago, spinster aunts became the witches. Now it’s school nurses
and lunch ladies.” Hamilton squatted beside the chair. “Don’t you
want revenge for years of tears and whining, picking lice and
wiping vomit?”

Was that why the school board hadn’t bought
her a gold watch? Did they know? “If I don’t eat children…”

Hamilton sighed. “I’ll have to bring you
here. And they’ll feed you slop.”

Ms. Grackle didn’t want to eat children.
Besides seeming wrong, it seemed so unpractical. Maybe all the
beldames needed were vitamins and more fiber. She plucked at a
tattered strip of the wallpaper hanging from the plaster. A piece
of a radish tore free.

The smell of boiled vegetables sickened her.
“And the candy?”

“Conjured for the children. We can’t stomach
sweets.”

At least she wouldn’t get diabetes. Shaken,
she rose from the chair. Without another word to Hamilton—she could
not even process the thought of her looking so…so desirable after
all these years—she headed back to the shelter’s front door. She
passed a parchment-skinned woman in a wheelchair reading a coloring
book of the alphabet. Cartoon children smiled and danced around
gigantic letters. The woman had the pages close to her face. Ms.
Grackle heard murmuring and stopped. She brought her ear close to
the woman’s dry mouth and heard: “D is for delicious.”

•

Her car stalled on the drive back home. While she
struggled to start the engine, a pack of kids on rollerblades
chased one another on the sidewalk. Ms. Grackle frowned at their
lack of helmets. She watched as one boy hit a crack and toppled
onto the pavement. She winced, but the boy picked himself up, wiped
the grit from scraped palms, and followed the others.

If I had fallen, she thought, I’d
have broken my wrists. Maybe a hip. Why were only children
permitted to play, to waste afternoons and weekends without
care?

She tried to have a normal evening at home.
Sitting on the sofa, her plate on her lap, she watched a cable show
on anorexia surgery while poking the microwave dinner (a deflated
burrito) but never taking a bite. One young lady’s arms had become
excessively hairy, the stressed body’s attempt to keep itself warm.
Even her eyes held a trapped-in-the-cage wariness. Ms. Grackle
wondered how many women became monsters. She pushed the plate from
her lap. It slipped and landed on the floor, the plate cracking,
the burrito leaking refried, reheated bean paste onto the thinning
carpet. As she went on her hands and knees to clean the mess, she
was struck with the thought that monsters in those awful movies
always chased after women.

Would it finally be socially acceptable for
her to do the same?

•

At school Thursday, Johnny Meir came to have a
splinter removed. He devoured two snicker doodles from a new tin on
her desk before she could stop him. “I can stuff five of these in
my mouth,” he mumbled around a mouthful. “An’ I once ate a hot dog
squirted with thirteen packets of mustard. Holly Riggenbach dared
me.” He reached for another cookie. “So I had’a.” Johnny would come
into her office twice a week complaining of stomach aches.

Though she had the tweezers in hand, Ms.
Grackle used her dentures to remove the sliver of wood in the
fleshy part of his finger. A single drop of blood met the tip of
her tongue. In all of her life she had never tasted anything so
scrumptious, so delicious. As if sunshine had masqueraded as syrup
in his veins. She stood there, still tightly holding his hand,
leaning so close she could almost breath him in, guilty over what
she had done, but tempted to take just another teensy taste, maybe
a nibble.

Johnny stared at her, wide-eyed. She dropped
his hand. “You bit me,” he half-whispered, half-whined, before
running off .

Ms. Grackle locked the door to her office.
The poster on the back offered a brightly colored pyramid teaching
what foods should be eaten. She stabbed at the purple triangle that
represented five ounces of meat a day. Go lean on protein.
Children weren’t part of a healthy diet.

•

Despite feeling hollow, she chose to walk home.
Early June seemed far too eager to herald summer, and her old car
would have been an oven. The dry heat rising from the pavement made
her feet ache, though, and reminded her that she was old, that
every step forward was a step closer to finality.

Unless she chose to sample children.

Death had kept her from ever acting on her
attractions. A stroke felled her father sophomore year, and Miss
Grackle had moved back home, where for years, her mother’s Catholic
shadow reared all three heads—Guilt.

Prudence. Shame. She had not been with
another girl, let alone woman, since Hamilton.

And when she finally found herself free of
parental demands and guilt, she was middle-aged, bogged down by the
familiar routine of the school day, fearful that if she ever did
come out she’d lose her job. By the time New Jersey offered to
shelter her attractions, she was so close to retirement that the
idea of coming out seemed ridiculous. And who would want a fossil
like her, anyway?

Then, just weeks ago, while watching Julia
& Julie, Ms. Grackle had felt a stirring in her gut, an
almost forgotten sensation of heat and ache that she worried was
more loneliness than hunger. She now imagined Hamilton, wearing a
gingham dress covered with a spotless apron, and that stirring
returned.

At the intersection, a crowd of boys and
girls—what was the collective noun, a recess of
children?—surrounded an ice cream truck, their hands either clawing
at the air or clutching dripping cones and popsicles. She frowned
at the display of such quick and ready consumption. Certain
children deserved a nip or two. That Johnny Meir, or Richie Cowles
who faked a nosebleed last month to get out of a quiz. But not
every student at Marchen should be fricasseed, especially not the
poor, shy girls that boys forced into silence. One did not have to
be a gourmand.

Life at the shelter couldn’t be any more the
lonesome Purgatory than what she’d been living.

The truck’s jingle echoed inside her. She
wondered if witches were all hollow. The way she felt right
now.

•

At 2:30 the final bell rang. Ms. Grackle’s mouth and
hands felt raw and hot. Her dentures popped out like novelty teeth.
She gnashed new teeth. Aromatic flour drifted down from her
fingers. Other scents came to her but mostly she breathed in the
stink of children, a thousand times worse than pig or chicken. And
she knew the only way to make a grubby boy or disheveled girl less
fetid required cooking. Drool spilled from her lips. She was so
hungry that the little blond girl brushing her teeth on one hygiene
poster looked appetizing, as if she had a mouthful of whipped cream
instead of toothpaste.

“Happy birthday.” Hamilton sat on the padded
bench. She wore a suit in light pink and white and a matching
pillbox hat. Pearls, so large they could have been jawbreakers,
were strung around her neck. “I’d bake you a cake, but now you
could conjure one yourself by waving your hands.”

Grackle thought about the slices of homemade
carrot cake with creamcheese icing that she had stolen bites of as
a kid at the Snack Shack. Her fingers itched and then she held a
thick slice on a paper plate. But she thought the cake looked as
worthless as she felt; what good did all the sweets in the world
serve if there wasn’t a child enjoying them, growing fat and
toothsome?

“Not bad.” Hamilton clapped. “So, have you
decided on a diet? I don’t mean to rush but there’s more to magic
than creating sweets. There’s no sense in training you if you plan
on not devouring kids.”

Grackle thought back to the old women in the
shelter. “And my decision is final?”

“Well, yes. Traditionally—”

“Habits, especially bad habits, are meant to
be broken.”

“So you’d rather starve?”

Grackle went over to her supply closet and
gave it one last good tug open. She looked at all the tubes of
ointment and packages of gauze and splints. So many injuries so
often caused by reckless children. Maybe she could eat one or two a
week, but there’d still be enough to fill the halls with mayhem.
Enough to feed a horde of witches. Since last night she’d been
plotting.

“Magic makes the gingerbread houses,
right?”

Her old friend nodded. “A skilled witch can
conjure nearly any object.”

“Delicious,” Grackle said as she stroked
Hamilton’s cheek. She cackled and hoped that some child passed
close enough to hear the sound and shiver.

“Here’s my thought…”

•

A gleaming white ice cream truck that would never
need gas or a tune-up arrived outside a neighborhood soccer field.
The vanilla icing over panels of graham cracker gleamed like fresh
paint. A mob of children surrounded the truck and screamed for
treats. Behind the steering wheel, Hamilton hummed a melody and the
speakers atop the truck chimed. Grackle, young and lovely in a
matching, bone-colored uniform, stepped outside and began handing
out free ice cream cones and sandwiches. A trip to the beach
yesterday to test their conjured truck had been a delight and
provided her first good meal in weeks.

She opened the metal doors at the back of the
truck. “There’s more sweets inside. Come in, come in, children.
Plenty of room.” She herded boys and girls inside and threw wide
the freezers, which yawned deep and cold and full of the finest
frozen treats any child could imagine tasting.

The rear doors sealed. Hamilton stepped on
the gas. As Grackle counted children with dripping smiles and
sticky hands, she hoped that the shelter’s kitchen had roomy ovens,
and that the witches who once refused to feed on children had grown
hungry enough over the years to change their minds.

•
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“Damiana!” Beti used her hands to part the veil of
rag strips she’d strung from the cone-shaped hat she was wearing.
The veil covered her face completely. I didn’t know how she could
see where she was going in that costume of hers. “Juju in the air
this morning, oui?” she shouted over the brassy music from the
camel-drawn omnibus. It’d been repurposed as a moving platform for
some of the musicians in the parade.

I smiled. “Juju weather for true, yes!” Beti
and I had only met four days ago, but she’d already learned the
phrase “juju weather” from me. She mangled my accent, though.

I scanned up and down Ho Street as far as I
could see. Which wasn’t very far, what with the parade floats and
banners and, apparently, all Bordertown spilled into the street to
celebrate. Around us, people were dressed up like devils, like
dragons, like whatever the rass they pleased. All of us were
dancing, strutting, jamming, chipping, rolling, and perambulating
down Ho Street however we might to the rhythms blaring from the
various bands, marching the parade route. The racket was
tremendous.

I couldn’t see Gladstone anywhere near us. I
blew out a sigh of relief. Beti wanted nothing more than to find
Gladstone, her new girlfriend, in all this comess, but Gladstone
was pissed at Beti and was cruising to do some bruising.

The camel bus had a black banner draped
around it. The lettering on it was made to look like bones, and
read “We Dead Awaken.” Through the windows we could see the
musicians, all of them wearing funereal black suits, including top
hats tricked out with black lace veils. Even the musicians were
playin’ mas’. It was a brass band, instruments shouting out the
melody to a song I almost recognized.

Today was Jou’vert; the daylong free-for-all
we were pleased to call a “parade” ushered in the week of
bacchanalia that was Bordertown’s more or less annual Jamboree.
Word had gone around town that this year’s theme was “jazz
funeral.” I was dressed as a Catrina from the Dia de los Muertos—a
gorgeous femme skeleton in sultry widow’s weeds, complete with a
massive picture hat.

I suppressed a sneeze; my sinuses were
tingling. Juju breeze for true, blowing a witchy front of magic
from the Realm into Bordertown. Juju weather always made things in
Bordertown especially…interesting. My fellow human friends made
mako on me when I said I could sense the pools and eddies of magic
as they wafted through Bordertown. Only Gladstone, half Blood as
she was, had ever backed me up. And now her new girlfriend Beti,
too. Or possibly her newly ex-girlfriend Beti. Beti, who might be
from the Other Side, or who might just be a young brown girl
playing out her own personal power fantasy.

Gladstone’s life could get complicated.

Gladstone could deal. It was Beti I was
concerned for, so young and so naïve. Newbies to Bordertown never
believed they were as out of their depth as they really were.

Beti swung a turn around me. She was
completely covered by multicolored strips of old clothing that
Gladstone had helped her collect from the discard bins at
Tatterstock, the trashion clothing place in Letterville. Her voice
growled softly from her whirling dervish center: “Do you see
Gladstone?” It made my heart ache. Poor baby butch Beti. In the few
days I’d known her, I’d already learned that her gruff voice came
out lowest when she was trying to play it cool.

“Come,” I replied, “lewwe go further down the
road. I sure we going to buck up on Gladstone soon.” Over my dead
body. Glads was gunning for Beti, certain that Beti’d betrayed her.
Striding to the beat, I set off down the road, weaving my way
through the other mas’ players. Beti followed me obediently, a
little devil dustling sticking close to its mummy.

When I ran into Gladstone last night, she’d
been propped up at a table at The Ferret, well into the snarly
phase of a drunken bout with her favorite flavor of self-pity in a
bottle—Mad River water chased with anisette. Gladstone sober was
the best friend a person could hope to have. Gladstone on a binge
was a snakemean nightmare best avoided. I had a scar on my chin to
keep me from ever forgetting that. I intended to make sure that
this town—and Gladstone, my dearest friend—wouldn’t ride roughshod
over Beti, shiny as a new copper penny, with not the slightest hint
of silver to her eyes or her hair. It was kinda funny the way the
three of us had bucked up on each other just four days ago:

•

Screaming Lord Neville sashayed over to greet the
customer who’d just stepped tentatively in through the doorway of
the Café Cubana. “Table for one, sweet thing?”

The sweet thing was a sturdy, burnished
brown tomboy with that leonine Bob Marley face you find on a lot of
Jamaicans. She gave him a shy nod. She was wearing fancy runners
with the laces not exactly tied, a plain baggy T-shirt, and jeans
two or three sizes too big, her hands slipped into their back
pockets. One of the newest styles to hit Bordertown since people
had started flooding into it from the World last month, claiming
that Bordertown had disappeared for thirteen years.

“This way, sugar.” He led the way,
practically voguing as he went. He had reason to show off. He was a
tall, light-skinned brother with the kind of figure that could
carry off any look. Today he was decked out in a shimmering purple
confection of a satin gown, an off-the-shoulder number with deep
décolletage—I had to admire how he pulled that off—a nipped-in
waist, and a full, bouncing poodle skirt made even fuller by a
froth of lavender and sage petticoats peeking out from under
it.

The girl slouched along behind him as he led
her to a booth. She glanced at me, and more than glanced at
Gladstone, who didn’t notice. I was on the alert, though. Any rude
gesture from that girl, any comment about Gladstone’s halfling
looks, and I’d be on her like a dirty shirt.

Instead, she said, “A good day to you both.”
She smiled at me, practically beamed at Gladstone. I nodded a
greeting. She was almost to her table before Gladstone realized
someone had been talking to her and mumbled a hasty “good
morning.”

I leaned over and whispered to my friend,
“How you figure baby girl keeps her pants up?”

That barely earned me a smile. Gladstone had
a fragile look to her this early Noneday morning. The skin around
her eyes seemed thin, the blue threadworm of veins there showing
even through the rain-soaked-earth brown of her skin. Outwardly,
Gladstone looked anything but delicate. She was sporting the usual
threads: black leather boots; loose faded jeans encasing her
strong, flared thighs; a worn red flannel shirt with the arms cut
raggedly off to display broad shoulders and biceps sculpted by her
work as a navvy. All topped off with a close-cropped nap of silver
hair, thick as a silverback’s pelt, and a—usually—shit-eating grin
that flashed a single gold tooth. Her eyes were also silver, from
the Trubie side of her family, and they only strengthened her
overall studly glamour.Many a femme and the occasional butch went
all weak-kneed and tongue-tied in Gladstone’s presence. Me and
Gladstone had had a thing once. That was long over—too many years
between us, two different worlds of experience. Now our thing was
that kind of staunch, comfortable friendship where neither one of
us had to mince words. No, me and Gladstone story done. It’s Beti’s
story I’m telling you now.

•

I swung aside the skeletal bustle that was the skirt
of my gown just in time to get it out from underfoot of a
staggerline of Trubies, every one of them dressed to pussfoot in
gleaming white canvas bell-bottoms, sailor shirts, and beanies. All
that silver hair only made the white suits seem even whiter in the
Jou’vert morning sunshine. The line of them careened toward me in
time to the road march tune. What was that chorus? It was nagging
at me, half remembered. The prettiest…the prettiest…

A twenty-foot-tall stilt-walker wearing
horns, red body paint, and not much more did a nonchalant
daddy-long-legs step over the Trubies and proceeded on down the
parade route, her bud breasts bouncing as she went. Two of the
Trubies grinned at me and called out, “Jamboree!”

I gave them back the response, “En
battaille-là!” and swung my noisemaker around on its stick so
its racket sawed at the air. I shook my head at the silver flask
one of them slid out of a back pocket to offer me. She was only
being friendly, but they had a way of forgetting that some of the
things they drank for pleasure could cause humans serious pain. The
line of them changed direction, stumbling cate-a-corner off in the
opposite direction, zigzagging through the crowds of people jumping
up to the music. I said to Beti, “Truebloods playing Drunken Sailor
mas’! What a thing!”

Beti stopped her dervish whirling long enough
to peer at me through the strips and tatters of torn cloth and
reply, “But they are not masquerading as the dead. Shouldn’t they
have obeyed the edict?”

“It was a suggestion, not an edict.
Too besides, some of them had white skull faces painted on. Not
that you could notice white face paint so easily on that lot.”

Beti was pogoing now. I picked up the hem of
my gown and followed her, chipping down the road to the music.
Edict! Jeezam peace. I was getting used to the weird-ass things
that Ti’Bet could come up with. Is not like anyone was going to
police what people wore. Nobody coordinated or organized the
Jou’vert parade; it just happened. Nobody picked an official theme
for each year’s parade; word just got around. And half the
masqueraders completely ignored the theme and wore whatever pleased
them. I even saw someone dressed up as a cell phone. The new, teeny
kind. New to Bordertown, anyway. We’d learned about them last
month, when newbies started flooding into the town again after a
two-week absence. Only all the newcomers swore it had been thirteen
years that Bordertown had disappeared from the World. And now here
they were, chattering on about tweeting and MyFace and complaining
that they couldn’t “text” anyone with those ridiculously tiny
portable phones they carried everywhere.

•

I said, “Neville, we ready to order over here.” I’d
tried making conversation with Gladstone, but I was only getting
one-word answers.

“You mustn’t address me as Neville today,”
announced Neville as he came over.

I turned my face to one side so he wouldn’t
see me roll my eyes. (Always some drama with Neville.) He slipped a
pencil from behind his ear and produced a small, neat notebook from
somewhere amongst the frills and flutters of his outfit. “Today, my
darlings, I am the Beneficent Miss Nell. Your order, sweet
children? I just put a pot of the house special blend to
steep—fresher than your old uncle Charlie with the wandering hands!
And the raisin cake is good today. The cook was in a nice, nice
mood this morning.” He leaned in closer. “Only whatever you do,
darlings, don’t order the scones. Cookie was never any good at
those. He say is English people’s food, all starch and no flavor. I
mean to say, Cookie is a sweet man, sweet can’t done.” In a stage
whisper he continued, “But he have his little blind spots, you
know?” Then he burst into a gleeful cackle. He was the selfsame
cook, but he never ceased to tire of his joke.

A gruff voice called out, “What is in the
house blend?” It was the handsome mannish girl tomboy, sitting
alone in her booth. I couldn’t place her accent. Not Jamaican,
then.

Neville—Miss Nell—beamed at the question.
“Oh, sweetheart. The house blend have ginger grated fresh by the
nimble fingers of a certain handsome young man; dried nasturtium
petals, squash blossoms, and rose petals, all grown when magic
permits in the summer garden of the best-looking negro this side of
Soho; and nuggets of dried apple as sweet and lingering as that
brown man’s kisses. The house blend will fix anything troubling
your heart, darling daughter. And for finger food, too besides, we
have ripe banana dipped in sweet batter and fried, and green banana
to boot. Cookie does fry them up nice-nice in olive oil, sprinkle
them with a little coarse salt and some cayenne, then drench them
in so much butter, you going to be licking your fingers and wiping
grease from your mouth with the back of your hand and belching one
rude belch, and thanking the stars in the heavens that you find
your way to Café Cubana at long last.”

By the girl’s frown and her baffled look,
Miss Nell had lost her early on in that flight of language. She
pointed at Gladstone and said, “I want what that one has.” Her two
eyes made four with a startled Gladstone’s. Not a bit of shyness to
the butchling’s gaze this time. It was Gladstone who blushed and
looked down. I ordered our usual: roasted hazelnut and hemp tea for
Gladstone, with fried ripe bananas. Madagascar Muckraker for me,
with fried green bananas, extra butter. No scones for either of
us.

Like a seven-foot hummingbird, Neville—Miss
Nell—flitted and flashed from customer to customer, taking orders
and giving banter. From what I could tell, he did so in at least
five languages, including HighMiddle Elvish and La’adan, which was
popping up everywhere now that the River Rats had for some reason
taken a shine to it.

A tinny tinkle of a tune came from somewhere
about the girl’s person. She pulled a cell phone out of the
kangaroo pocket of her sweatshirt, flicked it open. She spoke a
greeting into it, in a language I didn’t know. All around the café,
people smiled, shook their heads. Another newbie come to check out
Bordertown now that it was open to theWorld again. She would find
out soon enough; over here, a cell phone might take it into its
head to dance a jig, to loudly broadcast the audio from the last
time you’d had sex, even to ring. What it would not do was allow
you to have a conversation with another person. Not for long,
anyway.

Gladstone, still looking like someone had
stolen her puppy, muttered, “Last year, me and Charlotte marched in
the Jamboree Jou’vert parade together. I was dressed in Pierrot
Grenade, and she was my Pierrette.”

I closed my eyes. “And two weeks after that,
she left you. Don’t tell me that is what all this moping and
sulking is about.”

She looked at her hands. “This time of year
is just reminding me, you know? Everyone’s gonna be at the parade,
all coupled up and shit. Not me, though.”

I sighed and rubbed the scar on my chin.
“Gladstone, you know I love you, and I sorry to be so harsh, but
Lottie’s not your girlfriend anymore. Not for nearly a year now.
Good thing, too.”

I opened my eyes. Gladstone’s face had gone
ashen and completely still, as though someone had slapped it.
Feeling like a shit, I continued, “Let me guess; you got drunk out
of your mind again, you probably tried to get violent, and she’d
finally had enough, and she left you. Same old story, doux-doux.”
Okay, so that was the real reason I’d broken up with Gladstone.
Same blasted reason everybody did. “She broke up with you, and she
been hanging out with Nadine from since. The two of them happy like
pigs in mud. She not coming back to you.”

Gladstone sighed. “The pretty ones always
leave.”

“Yes, if we want to remain pretty.” I managed
to pull my fingers back before they touched the jagged place on my
chin.

The tomboy girl was babbling into her cell
phone. Unusual for the conversation to have lasted this long. I
couldn’t place the language, but she looked upset. Her voice was
getting louder.

Gladstone muttered, “I give them my heart and
they toss it back in my face and it just makes me crazy, you
know?”

The girl barked a panicked question into the
cell phone. Agitated, she started arguing before she could have
heard much of the answer.

Gladstone wailed, “Lottie left, you left.
They always leave.”

I sighed. “Where’s Nelly with that blasted
tea?”

•

Beti had stopped dancing for the moment. From the
torque to her pitchy-patchy costume, I could tell that she was
turning this way and that, trying to peer through the crowd. “Can
you see…anyone?” she asked me. Jokey question, seeing as how the
street was packed with people. But I didn’t laugh at her.

“Not yet,” I answered.

She seemed to shrink into her already-small
self. I felt like a shit for the dance I was leading her on.

Over there. Was that a nap of silver hair on
a burly body? Yes, but it wasn’t Gladstone. I let out the breath I
hadn’t realized I was holding.

I spied out Stick on the sidelines, leaning
against a telephone pole, wearing his usual grim and faintly
disapproving sour face. Wouldn’t hurt him to come and join the
bacchanal. He was even dressed right for a jazz funeral: black
jeans, black boots, black T-shirt. But for all his grace when
beating people up in his self appointed role as Bordertown’s helper
of the helpless, I was sure that dicty negro couldn’t shake his
groove thang if his life depended on it. His ferret, Lubin, was
doing it for him, weaving around his ankles for joy of the music,
and occasionally standing on her hind legs to do a little ferret
jig. Lubin just loved to dance, oui?

But wait—was Lubin wearing something? I
squinted, but the blasted myopia wouldn’t let me see clearly.
Trailing a swirling Beti, I casually chipped my way closer to Lubin
and Stick. A troupe of man-bats blocked the view for a few seconds
until, with a swish of their leathery outstretched wings, they
moved past. Lubin stood up on her hind legs again and began to hop
about. I busted out laughing.

“What?” asked Beti, midpirouette.

“Stick’s ferret. That guy, see? His pet is
wearing a Carmen Miranda costume.” Lubin wore a tiny layered
miniskirt, each layer a different color, and a little purple cotton
halter that left her midriff bare. Each front leg sported a yellow
armlet ruffle, high up. I couldn’t make out the details of the
colorful hat secured under her chin with an elastic strap, but I’d
bet it was a mini cornucopia of tropical fruit.

Beti looked where I was pointing. “That man
comes from across the river,” she said.

“Who, Stick? I can believe he’s crossed the
Big Bloody.”

From the movement of the motley covering her
top half, she must have shaken her head. “Not the Mad River. The
one running through my town. He has a look to him like the people
who live on the other bank.”

Uh-oh. Tickle in my nose, and that sensation
like my hair was lifting up off my scalp.

From since I was a small girl back home—back
home home, that is, not my second home of Toronto, Canada—I used to
know when it was going to rain, even before the rainflies came out
to fill the sky, to flit and dance in the air until the rain came
down and washed their wings from their bodies so they could
transform into adults. In Bordertown, I could sense magic weather
as well as the regular kind, and right now, there was big magic
heading our way. Gladstone on a tear could send a stormwash of the
stuff on ahead of her like a shock wave. Only Gladstone’s juju
could give me the kind of migraine that was suddenly a threatening
whisper behind my left eye. When I’d seen her last night she’d
muttered, “Bitch thinks she’s too good for me, huh? I’ll show her.”
She hadn’t seemed to be particularly aware of who I was. She was
just announcing her pique to the general air.

I put my hand on Beti’s back to urge her
forward. “We gotta go.”

“Very well. But I wanted to watch the small
woman dance some more.”

“Small woman?” I kept moving us through the
crowd. Over there, was that a broad shoulder in a red plaid jacket
with the sleeves cut away? Best as I could, I ducked us behind a
very tall, thin girl wearing a very tall, thin cardboard box that
had been decorated to look like a coffin.

“The one you just showed me,” said Beti,
sounding frustrated.

“The tiny one in the plenty skirts. With the
guy from over the river.”

“Lubin?” I nearly tripped over my own bustle
in surprise. “But Lubin isn’t a woman.”

“She’s not a girl.”

“She’s a ferret, Ti’Bet. An animal.”

“A woman animal. Like you.”

Weird kid. “Sure. I hear the Horn Dance has
their own crew planned for today. Lewwe go see if we can find
them.”

•

The Beneficent Miss Nell returned from the back-room
kitchen apron and cap abandoned so she could show off her ensemble
to advantage. She was holding aloft two trays loaded with orders.
And she was singing, in a booming, tuneful bass, the old calypso
about Frenchmen and their predilections for cunnilingus. I thought
I could see the browned crushed-baton shapes of fried green bananas
on a saucer on one of those trays, and a saucer of golden rounds of
batterdipped fried ripe bananas. I sat to attention, hopeful. Sure
enough, Nell began sweeping in our direction, and then it was like
slow motion, like the way things happen when you’re in a car that’s
about to collide with another, and you can see

it

happening, but

it’s too late

to stop, and you’re thinking, oh shit this is
going to hurt, and then everything speeds up and the butch girl was
striding toward Nell, out of her line of sight, but she was arguing
on her cell phone, not looking where she was going, and before I
could shout out a warning, bam! And then there were spilled bits of
bananas and broken crockery everywhere, and Miss Nelly was down on
the ground, petticoat askew, and the girl was looking shocked and
dismayed at her and was shaking banana bits out of her short
dreads, and Gladstone was already out of her seat and on the way
over there.

Gladstone asked them both, “Are you okay?”
The girl turned those marsh-green eyes toward her, and I swear that
Gladstone gasped. The girl smiled at her, and there it was;
Gladstone get tabanca just so. Just like the last time, and the
time before. A big believer in love at first sight, Gladstone was.
So of course it happened to her all the time. It was the first step
in her personal dance of self-destruction.

The girl slid the cell phone back into her
pocket. In the quick glimpse I got, it looked more like a shell
than a cell—white and crenellated on the outside, pinkening to a
deep rose center. When I left the World nineteen years ago, there
were cell phones with superheroes on them and cell phones that lit
up in the dark. Looked like there was a fad for organic now.

Gladstone and her new crush helped Miss Nell
to her feet, the girl apologizing the whole time in that accent I
couldn’t place. She really was astonishingly striking. Small and
sturdy and muscly, a one-person puppy pile of energy and
enthusiasm. By the time Gladstone and the girl were done cleaning
up the mess that Beti’s carelessness had made, the two of them were
good, good friends, and Gladstone was introducing her to me (her
full name was something unpronounceable that apparently meant “a
blessing on our house”—I made do with Beti, the part of it I could
say) and offering to show her the best places to get a last-minute
outfit to wear to the Jou’vert parade, since she was so new in town
and Gladstone knew her way around. They scarcely noticed me paying
both sets of bills. “Gladstone, man,”complained when we left the
Café Cubana, “I never got to taste my green banana.”

Beti gasped. “I am so sorry,” she said. She
touched my arm briefly. “This is my fault. We must go back and get
you another meal.”

Both gracious and graceful. “Nah, is all
right, never mind that,” I said, smiling. “What I really want to
know is how come you were getting reception on your cell
phone.”

“My cousin called me.”

Gladstone’s lips twitched. “From the Other
Side?”

“Whoa, wait,” I said. “You’re from the Realm?
A human from the Realm?”

“She says she’s not human,” Gladstone
replied. “Elvish.” She and I shared a covert, amused smile. New in
town with a bad case of the elf wannabees. Most of them got over
it. I had, and was still grateful for Gladstone’s patient
indulgence in those years I’d swanned around in gauze skirts
festooned with what I’d fancied to be Elvish runes.

Beti had the grace to look abashed. “Not from
the Realm. From….”

The syllables landed on my ears and slid
away, like marbles rolling in oil. Gladstone’s face did something
peculiar. Interested, hungry, and resentful, all at once. “Wow.
Really? I’ve heard about you guys.”

Beti simply nodded. “What’s that?” She was
pointing above our heads.

Gladstone replied, “What? Oh. That’s
Jimmy.”

I asked, “What’s that place allyuh talking
about? That unpronounceable place?”

Gladstone looked embarrassed for me. “A
country across the Border.”

“The Realm, you mean?”

“No, a different country. There isn’t only
the one, you know.”

I hadn’t known.

“Jimmy?” Beti reminded her.

I answered this time. “The stone gargoyle. He
lives there on top the Mock Avenue Church tower.”

Gladstone cut in. “I could take you to see
him. They say that if the bell ever strikes the right time, he’ll
come to life. I could take you and show you. If you’d tell me more
about…”

I started herding us toward where Gladstone
and I had chained our bikes. “A different country? Wow. Live and
learn. Okay, but if cell phones don’t work in Borderland, they sure
not going to work on the Other Side, either.” Why was Gladstone
going along with Beti’s story?

Beti said, “It’s kind of like texting, okay?
Except with kola nuts. Though jumbie beads work just fine, unless
you want to get all self-righteous and ancestral and shit.”

The common-class stylings combined with her
odd accent were cute as hell. “Kola nuts. Jumbie beads. Right.”

Beti didn’t reply, just turned those mossy
eyes on me with a sweet smile. For the next four days, that’s how
she responded any time we bucked up against some mystery about
her.

That’s how it all started. Bordertown was a
place of collisions that led people’s lives in new directions. For
the four days before Jamboree, Gladstone wandered everywhere with
Beti. The two of them were just totolbée over each other. They were
holding hands within minutes of meeting, kissing within hours.
Gladstone took her to see Jimmy, and to hang with her skateboarder
friends at Tumbledown Park. Plus shopping for a Jou’vert costume. I
bet if I had said “Lottie” to Gladstone them days, she would have
replied, “Who?” She would have forgotten me, too, had it not been
for Beti. Gladstone told me;every little trinket Beti found, every
sight she saw, it was, “We must tell Damiana!” and she would drag
Gladstone to come visit me at Juju Daddy’s.

•

Stick saw me looking at him and Lubin. He nodded
gravely at me. I swear the man knew who I was even under my skull
makeup and the big picture hat decorated with small gravestones and
teeny crows. Stick gave me the creeps.

Beti lifted some of the motley from her face
and looked around. “When will Gladstone be here?”

My heart ached for the poor kid. “I don’t
know, Ti’Bet.”

She frowned the way you frown when you’re
trying not to cry. “But I want to see her before this is all over.
I want to dance with her while I still can.”

“Plenty of time, doux-doux. The last lap
around the market isn’t till sunup tomorrow. Come, lewwe try and
find some other Catrinas.”

“Like you?”

“Yes, like me.” She and I had given up trying
to dance for now. Too many people. We kept pushing on through the
thronging bodies, the laughter, the dancing. Through the musk-salt
sweat of human bodies and the lavender-salt sweat of Trubie ones.
Through the sense-memory of me lying with my head cradled on
Gladstone’s chest, both of us damp from the exertion of fucking. My
musk-salt sweat and her complicated lavender-musk-salt one. I
wondered what Ti’Bet’s sweat smelled like: salt, or sweet? Or maybe
both? What was she, really?

A breeze tugged at my hat, horripilated the
little hairs on my arms. Jumbie weather. Coming in on little cat
feet, like those light sun showers of sweet rain that can turn in a
flash into a full-out storm.

For all the pushing and shoving and comess, I
nearly jumped right out of my skin when a howl cut through the
music, and a figure tumbled past us, throwing itself into a triple
somersault. Whoever or whatever it was landed on its feet facing
us. It was wearing a pallbearer’s suit, complete with top hat. A
wolf skull peeked out from under the brim of the hat. I drew back.
I swore I could see through the empty spaces amongst the bones of
the skull to the paraders dancing on the other side of the person.
Then he pulled the mask and hat off in one to reveal his own lupine
head and furry snout. The mask was solid again. Juju weather,
making me see things.

“Ron!” I squealed. “Jou’vert,
sweetheart!”

Ron the Wolfman sketched a deep bow at us,
flourishing with his hat and mask. He bruised the air with another
howl that just might have been the words, “En
bataille-là!”

Ti’Bet launched into a ululation of her own.
Which only increased my horripilation. She started dancing around
him. He grinned, reached to take her hands. She pulled hers back. I
winced. Ron was really sensitive to people freaking out at his
looks.

But then she clapped her hands onto his
shoulders. He took her by the waist. Together, man-thing and
mystery woman, they capered through the crowd, barreling into
revelers, who greeted them with cries of “Jou’vert!” and
“En bataille-là!”

•

“Jeez, girl. Look at how all these colors
fighting with each other, nah?” With thumb and forefinger, I sorted
through the pile of discarded rags Beti and Gladstone had dumped on
the kitchen floor of my squat. “You couldn’t find anything nicer
than this?”

“They are from people who may be dead. That’s
the theme, right? To celebrate your ancestor spirits?”

“I guess.”

“I will make an egungun, then. Spirit of the
ancestors. It beats people with sticks to remind them to be
good.”

“My granny used to threaten to do that to me.
She never did, though.”

“The sticks are also to keep people away. To
touch the egungun is to die. Only Gladstone says I mustn’t beat
anyone with sticks during the parade.”

I made a face. “Shit, no. That used to be the
tradition centuries ago, back home. ‘En bataille’ means ‘Let’s
rumble.’”

“I do not understand.”

“Never mind,” I said. “Nowadays the ‘en
bataille’ is only pappyshow. No real fighting supposed to happen.”
Sometimes she worked too hard at this being an elf thing. So did
Gladstone, but she at least had a reason. She was half elf, after
all. Half elf and all Bordertown. Beti was probably neither.

“You realize most of these clothes too mash
up to mend?”

Beti grinned at me. “I’m going to, uh, mash
them up even more.” She took a crumpled and stained linen dress
shirt from me and began tearing it into long strips. Her hands were
strong. “Today I walked through your marketplace, and I visited a
place across theMad River,” she said happily. “Lots of people brown
like me and Gladstone. And I ate jerk chicken.”

“You were in Little Tooth, then. The Jamaican
section.”

“Yes. Tonight, Gladstone is taking me
dancing.”

“Like you trying to experience all of
Bordertown at the same time!”

“I have to go soon.”

“After only a few days? School must be out
for the summer by now.”

Beti hesitated. Then she said, “I would like
to stay longer, but someone is coming to take me away.”

Damn. I’d been hoping a casual mention of
school would get her to make a slip one way or the other about this
elf business. I’d just have to keep trying to get the real story
from her. I held one of the rags up against her. “This purple is
good on you. Bordertown don’t let everybody in. This person who
wants to take you away may be the wrong kind of person.”

For a second, hope lit her face. But the
light went out. “This one, borders cannot stop him.”

“Who is he?”

“My brother. Do you really think he might not
be able to come here?”

Gladstone whisked into the room, her arms
full of more gaudy rags. “Who might not be able to come here?”

Beti turned to her. “My fiancé,” she
said.

I chuckled. Wherever she was from, English
was certainly not her first language. “Ti’Bet, you just told me he
was your brother. He can’t be your fiancé, too.”

She went still, then gave a dismissive laugh.
“Brother, betrothed—I always get them confused.”

Gladstone dumped her armful on top of the one
I was already sorting. “So which one is he?” I could tell she was
trying not to let her suspicion show.

“My brother. My blood, yes? He’s coming soon
to be with me.”

Before I could ask her about the difference
between “take me home” and “be with me,” she tackled Gladstone,
knocked her down into the mound of rags on the floor. Giggling,
they began to wrestle. Gladstone had Beti pinned in under a minute,
but Beti laughed her growly teddy-bear laugh and somehow managed to
twist her body and use her legs in a scissors hold around
Gladstone’s waist. The wrestling turned into groping and the
giggling was silenced by kisses. I watched them. Only for a little
while. When buttons started being unbuttoned by eager fingers, I
left the squat and went for a walk. It was high time I had a
girlfriend again.

•

Beti and Ron were still dancing their jig.
They’d been joined by Sparks, Ron’s girlfriend. Briefly, I wondered
whether Ron had dog breath. I used to give Glower those soft cakes
of raw yeast for his. But I wasn’t really paying them too much
mind, oui? I was busy keeping a watch out for Gladstone. Too
besides, the turreted shape of Beti’s pitchy-patchy costume had
finally jogged my memory. The song that the chorus of the road
march was sampling was:

 


In a fine castle, do you hear, my sissie-oh?

In a fine castle, do you hear, my sissie-oh?

 


So long I hadn’t played that game! Not since
small girl days back home. We’d form two circles of children. The
circles would haggle with each other in song:

 


Ours is the prettiest, do you hear, my
sissie-oh?

Ours is the prettiest, do you hear, my
sissie-oh?

 


The response, a simple expression of longing
that even when I was a child had struck me as endearing in its
brave vulnerability:

 


We want one of them, do you hear, my sissie-oh?

We want one of them, do you hear, my sissie-oh?

 


But suppose it hadn’t been a plea, but a
threat? Give me one of your pretty ones, you hear me? Or
else.

Or else what? And was the first team’s reply
an act of generosity, or a capitulation?

 


Which one do you want, do you hear, my
sissie-oh?

Which one do you want, do you hear, my
sissie-oh?

 


No. Not Beti. They didn’t want our Beti, did
they? All that talk about having to leave soon, not having much
time. Beti was jumpy as a cricket in a chicken coop today. And
where the hell had she gotten to? I’d lost her in the crowd.

My left eye twitched. Oh god. Juju heading
our way. That twitch in my eye; in the bad years, that’s how I’d
learned to tell when Gladstone’s nature was running high. How to
tell when to stay away from her.

•

Gladstone slouched casually against her bicycle and
mine. We’d leaned them against the bus stop where we’d arranged to
meet Beti. Mine was chained the usual way. Gladstone’s had only a
piece of old rope looped around the fork, trailing untied to the
ground. The way she put it was, if the bike believed it was tied
up, nobody would be able to steal it. Seemed to work, too. In any
case, no one had ever stolen her bespelled bike. I’d lost five
bikes to thieves since I came to Bordertown. Gladdy and I were
going to take Beti mudlarking along the banks of the Big Bloody.
Sometimes you found cool trash to keep or trade.

Gladstone looked up and down Chrystoble
Street. “You see her yet?”

I sighed. “No, girl. But I sure she going to
come.”

“I just want her to be safe, is all.”

I nodded. If you didn’t have your own wheels
in Bordertown, there was always what passed for a transit system;
you found some simulacrum of a bus stop—this one was a dead tree
still standing at the curb of Chrystoble Street, the length of its
blackened trunk painted shakily in green with the words “The Bus
Stops Here.” And you waited. There was no schedule, no official
transit system. Anyone with any kind of vehicle could take it into
their head to set up a route and charge whatever they pleased. You
never knew what would show up. A rickshaw pulled by a wild-eyed
youth with spiky red hair and the shakes from Mad River withdrawal.
A donkey cart, complete with donkey. There was even a bus pulled by
a unicorn that only let virgin passengers on.

“I’m actually having a hard time keeping up
with her,” said Gladstone.

“Beti, I mean.”

“Like I used to with you.”

“She keeps wanting me to take her to all this
stuff I’ve never heard of.”

“Like what?”

“She wants to see a movie about a guy wearing
an iron suit. The second one, she says, ‘cause she’s already seen
the first and the third. She wants to try something called an
ecsbox. She wants a Hello Kitty vibrator.” Gladstone blushed.

Me, I thought my belly was going to bust from
laughing. “You mean, Sir Gladhand’s flashing fingers not doing it
for her? Like you slowing down in truth, gal! Oh, don’t be like
that. You know is only joke I making.” Then it dawned on me. “Wait
one second; those things she wants, they’re all from the World.
Things from the time when the Way to Borderland was closed.”

Gladstone was still sulking. “So?”

“Why would a newbie come here for things she
can get out in the World?”

A bitter chuckle. “You still don’t believe
she’s from across the Border?”

“Do you?”

She shrunk in on herself a little. “I’ve
heard about…you know? That place she says she’s from?”

“It’s a real place?”

“It may only be stories. My da used to tell
me them.” She looked at me, longing making her face vulnerable. “A
country on the Other Side where people have both my skin and my
magic.”

Huh. Maybe Beti was telling the truth, then.
I wasn’t convinced, though.

A team of boys riding three tandem bikes
pulled up to the stop, off-loaded two guys with backpacks and a
woman carrying a live chicken by its bound legs. No Beti. The guys
paid for their ride with smokes. The woman paid with the chicken.
They wandered off in separate directions. The bikes moved on.

“So you going to go there?” I asked. “To
Unnameable?” I tried to keep my voice light, to prepare my heart
for yet another loss.

She stared at her shoes. “She won’t tell me
anything about it. Nothing that counts, anyway. Just like all those
other Bloods who think they’re better than us halfies.”

“Girl, get real. I see how she looks at you.
If she not telling you anything, maybe she can’t. Is you self tell
me that people from beyond the Border are forbidden to talk certain
things.”

Gladstone scowled. “Yeah.”

“Well, then.” She wasn’t going to leave me.
Relief. Triumph. Guilt.

“Damy, all that stuff she wants that I’ve
never heard of, I can’t give it to her.” Shame burned deep in those
silver eyes, banking to anger. Outcast in the World, outcast over
the Border. Gladstone would probably live out her life in
Bordertown, and she knew it.And even here, she had to steady battle
closed doors and sniggers behind her back. “Beti can go wherever
she wants, in the World and out of it. Comes here flaunting it,
slumming with the halfie.”

I sneezed. “Don’t go sour on this girl the
way you do, okay? I like her.”

Gladstone huffed and stared at the
ground.

•

“Beti!” I called. I pushed between a scary clown
wearing a T-shirt that read “Why So Serious?” and a near-naked
Trubie. The Trubie was ancient as the hills and thrice as wrinkled.
He had a boa constrictor draped over his arms. Age had blanched the
two braids hanging down his back from silver to pure white. They
were each nearly as thick around as the snake, and their tips
tickled his dusty ankles. His eyes were an opaque fish-belly pale,
but they followed me all the same.

The snake charmer was suddenly blocking my
road. Blasted Trubies could move quicker than thought. He leaned in
toward me and croaked, “What will you give her, do you hear, my
sissie-oh?”

I sneezed. The man looked startled, as though
someone had just shaken him out of a dream. He smiled at me.
“Excuse me, cousin,” he said, his vowels liquid with the accent of
the Realm. “I did not mean to bar your way.” He stepped aside.

“Don’t fret,” I replied. My skin was still
crawling with the surprise of the first thing he’d said to me.

“Did I misspeak you, cousin?” he asked. “It
seems to me I said something, though I don’t remember what.”

“No. Nothing much, anyway. It was
nothing.”

I could lie with words, but never with my
face. He studied the polite fib he saw written there, and probably
my fear, too besides. He gave me a rueful smile. “There is a wild
magic in the bloods of both our races, my friend. We must give it
sport from time to time, yes? And sometimes the bacchanalia calls
our spirits forth in ways we do not ken.”

I wasn’t sure what he was talking about. I
needed to find Beti. I gave him the Jou’vert greeting, though my
voice cracked midway.

“To battle, then,” he replied. The response
didn’t sound so lighthearted in translation. I shuddered. As I
moved on, he was crooning at his snake, which had raised its head
to his and was flickering its tongue over his lips, scenting his
breath.

“Beti! Where you dey? Beti!”

Into my left ear, the juju breeze whispered
something that sounded like: We will beat her with green twigs,
do you hear, my sissie-oh?

I yelled, “That don’t suit her!” The general
commotion swallowed up the sound of my voice. I muttered, “Do you
hear that, my fucking sissie-oh?” I pressed on, calling out Beti’s
name. And I found myself muttering under my breath, “You didn’t
come to Bordertown for this, oui? Playing mother hen to baby dykes
and sullen butches with substance abuse issues.” But is lie I was
telling.

In truth, I’d never planned to come to
Bordertown at all, for any reason. People don’t believe me so I
don’t talk it much, but I swear I didn’t leave Toronto. It left
me.

It had been a bad year, is all. My girlfriend
at the time had just left me. Something about me being smothering.
I’d had to put my nineteen-year-old dog down once his heart trouble
was too far gone. Then Grandma died back home, and I couldn’t
afford to fly down for the funeral. And the last straw: I’d been
temporarily laid off yet again from my job at the forever
precariously funded crisis center.

The Change happened slowly, in the weeks that
followed. At some point it crossed my mind that the flashily
overlit Honest Ed’s Discount Emporium seemed to have seamlessly
metamorphosed into a store called Snappin’Wizards Surplus and
Salvage—More Bang for the Buck, More Spell for the Silver. Sure,
the words on the sign had changed, but the place still sparkled
with enough lights festooning its outside to illuminate half the
city, and was still piled to the ceiling with everything from army
parachutes to sex toys. And sure the Swiss Chalet chicken place
across the street had been replaced by a club named Danceland, but
that was construction in downtown Toronto for you; they were always
bulldozing the old to replace it with something else. The little
import shop where I bought my favorite fair-trade dark chocolate
ran out of it, and then chocolate was scarce everywhere. I didn’t
drink coffee, so is not like I missed that.

And as to the presence in the city of
fine-boned people with fancy hair, high style, and higher attitude?
Toronto’d always had its share of those. By the time I had to
accept that I was no longer in Toronto and those weren’t just tall,
skinny white people with dye jobs and contact lenses, it didn’t
seem so remarkable. People changed and grew apart. As you aged,
your body altered and became a stranger to you, and one day you
woke up and realized you were in a different country. It was just
life. I hadn’t needed to travel to the Border; it’d come to me. I’d
settled in, found a new job, started dating Gladstone. Life went
on, if a little more oddly than before.

I got used to it: to dating a truly magical
mulatress, to reading by candlelight when the power outed, to
riding a bicycle everywhere, in any weather. I even rigged up a
Trini-style peanut cart: a three-foot-cubed tinning box attached to
the front of a bicycle, with a generator powered by the action of
cycling. Or by a spellbox, when electricity wouldn’t manifest.
Peanuts roasting inside it. The outlet chimney was a whistle, so
the escaping steam would sing through the whistle as I rode. That
and the smell of roasting peanuts would make people run come. Daddy
Juju loved it. He painted the store name and address on the side of
the tinning box, and I rode the streets of Bordertown and served
out fresh roasted peanuts in little rolled cones of newspaper.

I made a good life here. Working at Juju
Daddy’s was my job, true. But it wasn’t what I did. There was a
reason I’d worked at a shelter in Toronto. A reason my Toronto ex
had said I was smothering. I watched out for newbie baby dykes and
shy hunter fairies (human or elf) as tough as nails and as brittle
as glass; I kept an eye on bruised halflings who didn’t realize
they were already whole in and of themselves. I smoothed ruffled
feathers and mediated lovers’ quarrels, and fed the ones who
couldn’t feed themselves, and tried to keep the people I loved from
hurting each other too much.

“Beti!” I shouted.

The street took a sharp turn, and when I
rounded it, for an instant I had the crazy thought that Beti had
somehow multiplied. I was in the middle of a crew of Betis, a
proliferation of Betis. Cone-shaped masses of rags and tatters
danced all around me, and jesters in motley, and hobo clowns in
torn jackets and pants and crumpled top hats. A pitchy-patchy crew!
No matter her fancy name for her costume, it was a plain old
pitchy-patchy mas’. I laughed, relief making my voice a little too
wild and hyenalike. The dancers didn’t have musicians, but were
making their own music by singing: We will give her a wedding
ring, do you hear, my sissie-oh?

•

With a clomping of hooves, the camel bus drew to a
halt at the crumbling curb. Gladstone’s face brightened. “She’s
here!”

Through the windows of the bus, we saw Beti
stand and take the hand of a pretty Trubie girl, tall and slim with
big cat eyes and a complicated fall of silvery hair. Laughing, they
headed for the bus’s exit. I didn’t have to look at Gladstone to
know the change that had come over her face. The shocked shift from
eager anticipation to self-protective sullenness. “Gladhand Girl,
don’t jump to conclusions, okay?”

“You see? Like always calls to like. Why stay
with the half-Blood when you can have another purebreed?”

“They may just be friends.”

“Friends. Right. I gotta go.”

•

And that was the last Beti and I had seen of
Gladstone. At least, that’s what I was telling Beti. I hadn’t
mentioned running into Gladstone last night.

The other girl had been just a friend in
truth; someone Beti had met on that same bus that had picked them
both up as they were wandering around the outskirts of Bordertown,
trying to figure out the way in. Beti’d only wanted her new friend
Lizzie to meet her new love Gladstone. And the real kicker? Beti
told me that Lizzie wasn’t even a Trubie. Just one of the rare
humans who kinda looked like one.

Someone spun me around. I recognized the
particular configuration of strips of cloth. “Beti!”

She grabbed me around the waist, spun me so
my back was against her front. We went into a classic dutty wine
like the people all around us, hips gyrating together. She caught
on fast, this one. She’d been watching how back home people danced
to soca music. It was sexual, yes, but it didn’t have to mean sex.
It was a pappyshow of sex, a masquerade. Sex is powerful and
beautiful and dangerous. Is bigger than peeny humans. To wine up
dutty with somebody else is like playing mas’ in corpse makeup. Is
like saying, these things have power over us, but right now, we can
laugh after them. First time Gladstone saw me dance like this with
someone else, we’d had one big mako row. She’d been convinced I was
about to lie down right there so on the floor of the club and start
getting nasty with the fella I’d been wining with. With some fella
who wasn’t her, never mind that he was a stranger I’d only clapped
eyes on five minutes before, and a fella to boot!

That was the first time she’d given me blows.
And like a fool, I’d gone back for more. Hadn’t protected myself,
hadn’t insisted she find a way to stop trying to own me with her
fists. All those years in my previous life I’d worked to help
battered wives, husbands, parents, children. But of course, when I
was the one getting beat up by someone who loved me, I decided I
didn’t need help. I was the expert, right? I could handle this all
by myself. I could manage Gladstone, oui? Be her lover and her
therapist.

Gladstone wasn’t the only one who needed to
learn that control is something you might try to exercise over a
runaway train, not over a lover.

The revelers started bellowing out the song
about not giving a damn, ‘cause they done dead already. So long I
hadn’t heard that kaiso! From the big standard the two Frankenstein
flag-bearers were dancing with, the crew was called the Jumbie
Jamboree. Dead mas’ all around us. Vampires. Ghosts. Even
douen mas’—small children dressed as the spirits of the
unbaptized dead, wearing panama hats that hid their faces, and
shoes that made it look as though their feet were turned backward.
If you hear the sound of children laughing in the forest, don’t
follow their footprints. Because they might be douens,
luring you deeper into the forest when you think the footprints are
leading you out.

I leaned back into Beti’s embrace. I turned
my head toward her. “Why you disappeared like that?”

“I can hide with these people,” she said, her
voice rough. Like she’d been crying? I turned and took her in my
arms.

“Don’t worry, child. I won’t let Gladstone
find you.”

She pulled back, pushed some of the motley
away from her face. “Gladstone? You’re keeping Gladstone from
me?”

Oh, shit. “She want to hurt you,” I
blurted.

Beti reared back, startled. “Why?”

“She’s real mad at you for hanging with that
girl from the bus. She thinks the two of you been cheating on
her.”

She looked confused. “Cheating…” Light
dawned. “You mean making sex with each other? But we haven’t.”

“Don’t matter. When Gladstone get like this,
all she want to do is lash out. You have to stay away from her till
she calm down. Believe me, girl, I know. Same thing she did to me.”
I turned my face, showed her my scarred jaw.

The fear, the distress on Beti’s face tore my
heart out. “She doesn’t realize,” she said. Through the
prang-a-lang of the music, I thought the next words she said were,
“She should be the one scared of me.”

“What?”

She smiled sadly, touched my arm. “Don’t
worry. Things change.” Then she looked back behind us, crowded
close to me. “What is that?” she cried.

Cold fear-sweat was crawling down my spine
before I even turned to look. Whatever it was, I could feel it
coming, feel it in my sinuses, in the savage change that had come
upon colors.

Something parted the crowd like a wave,
leaving me and Beti exposed in the middle of the road. The air had
gone dark around us, damp and cold. I heard screams from the crowd.
But the spectacle approaching us did so in silence. No sound from
the pounding of the horses’ hooves, the baying of the dogs that
weren’t dogs, the harsh, rasping breath of the quarry that they
were chasing down the very middle of the Jou’vert parade, in what
had been broad daylight a second ago. Beside me, Beti gasped. I
hustled her over to the sidelines. We watched the Hunt approach.
They were moving in slo-mo.

Beti asked, “What are those?”

Beside her, someone in a Phantom of the Opera
costume replied, “The Wild Hunt. Here. Not the band. The real
thing.” His voice shook. “We’re all in some deep shit now.”

“Why?” asked Beti.

“Anyone who sees them dies.”

A deep voice cut in. “We are.We’re all going
to die. Someday.”

I turned. It was Stick. Lubin was riding on
his shoulder, all a-bristle as she stared at the spectacle
approaching us.

The quarry didn’t seem to be really there. I
mean, we could see her. But her feet didn’t exactly touch the
ground as she ran. They either landed a little bit above it or a
little bit beneath the surface. For all she was of the Blood,
exhaustion had blanched her face even whiter. Her hair hung in
sodden ropes of merely gray that swung in dead weight whenever she
looked over her shoulder to see how close the hounds were. Sweat
had glued her once-gorgeous flowing dress to her body, and its
streaked color was more mildew now than the pale green it probably
used to be.

“Linden,” muttered Stick. “So that was her
punishment.”

I hoped I would never again see anything like
the dogs that were chasing that woman. Black. Small, about the size
of terriers. But their heads and snouts were ratlike, only with the
dangling, eager tongues of dogs hanging out from between their
fangs. Too many legs. They ran more like centipedes than dogs. They
swarmed over the road, red eyes intent on their prey.

As she drew level with us, Linden stumbled.
People in the crowd cried out. She put one hand down to break her
fall. It didn’t quite touch the ground, but some invisible solid
surface just a hairsbreadth above the disintegrating asphalt of Ho
Street. There were rings of silver and sapphire on three of her
outspread fingers. One of the hounds leapt, caught the hem of her
dress, but she was up again. She bounded away, leaving the hound
with a scrap of sodden silk in its mouth.

Behind the hounds came the hunters
themselves. Leading them was a Trubie on a motorcycle, her
beautiful face grim. The rest were on horses, on goats, and I think
I saw one riding a tapir. Silently, the whole mess of them bounded
by. As the last few passed, the day grew bright again, and the
wetness left the air. For a few seconds, we were all quiet. Some
people were crying, some still just standing with their mouths
hanging open, catching air. Stick muttered, “Love wealth and
glory more than life itself, and starve in splendor.”

Then someone in the crowd started clapping,
followed by others. People began shouting “Jou’vert!” and
“En battaille-là!” Pretty soon there were noisemakers going,
and whistles. The Phantom of the Opera shouted, “Glamour! It was
just a crew with a glamour!” The band began playing again. The
Phantom put his arm around the waist of a chunky, purple-haired
woman in a skeleton catsuit, and they careened into the steps of a
jig.

Somewhere in the comess, Beti had lost her
headpiece. “That was…pretend?” she asked.

Stick narrowed his eyes. “Could be.”

Me, I didn’t business with him and his
constant suspicion. My headache was gone and my nose had stopped
tingling. Real or make-believe, the Wild Hunt had been the source
of the juju weather—not Gladstone, after all. Jubilant, I fumbled
for Beti’s hand amongst her rags and patches, and we started
dancing to the music again:

 


We will frighten her half to death, do you hear, my
sissie-oh?

We will frighten her half to death, do you hear, my
sissie-oh?

 


Bellowing out the verse, I swung the hoop of
my skirt in a circle. It crashed against Gladstone’s leg. My two
eyes made four with hers. Hers were rimmed with red, her face
blotchy. She narrowed her eyes. Heart thumping, I pushed Beti
behind me, but I was too late. Beti squealed, “Gladstone!” She
ducked around me and flung herself into Gladstone’s arms.

Blasted child was going to get herself a
black eye this Jou’vert afternoon. “Gladstone, wait!” I yelled. I
leapt toward the two of them to try to intervene.

Gladstone shoved me away. I landed hard on
the ground, heard the balsa wood frame of my skirt crack. “Leave us
alone!” she said. She enveloped Beti tenderly in her arms. Beti
twined her legs around Gladstone’s middle. The two of them gripped
each other’s shirt backs, held each other like they would never let
go. They swayed like that for long seconds, to their own music,
ignoring the driving beat all around them. My heart cracked open,
just like my fragile costume. I stood up.

Gladstone hefted Beti back to her feet. Beti
started toward me.

“See, Damy?” she cried out. “It’s all
ri—”

Gladstone reached me first, grabbed the front
of my blouse, yanked me to her. “It’s been you the whole time,
hasn’t it?”

“Wha-at?” I squeaked. We were being buffeted
about by revelers. No one to notice the drama going down in their
midst.

Beti said, “Gladstone, what are you doing?
Come and dance with me.”

But Gladstone only had eyes for me.

“Dowsabelle just got all withdrawn,” she
said. “I started fighting more and more with her. Trying to get
some reaction from her, I guess. Hated myself. Couldn’t stop. But
who’d been whispering warnings in her ear every day, scaring her
half to death?”

I drew myself up tall. “You are scary, damn
it!” I tried to yank my blouse out of her hand. She held on.

“I got murder-drunk the night Lottie left
me,” she continued. “After I came home and found she had
moved out. Couldn’t find out for days what had happened. Where did
she go, Damiana?”

I squeaked, “You were going to blow any
minute. I could feel it.” Daddy Juju had let me put Lottie and her
stuff up for a few days in a room above his shop, until she’d found
her own place. When the juju weather headaches of Gladstone’s ire
had faded, I’d told Lottie it was safe to move.

“And now you’re trying to frighten Beti
away.”

“She doesn’t frighten me,” Beti answered.
“You don’t frighten me. What’s coming frightens me, but it has to
come”—she burst into tears—“and then you and Damiana both will turn
your faces from me!”

We turned to her, startled. “Oh, Beti,” said
Gladstone, bending and folding her into a hug. “We would never turn
away from you.”

We. Did I deserve that “we”? Had I been
minimizing the damage Gladstone could do when she was out of
control, or had I been causing it?

It happened so quickly. A voice shouted
something in a language I didn’t understand. An arm pushed me out
of the way and grabbed Beti’s shoulder. A hand peeled Beti away
from Gladstone as easily as peeling the skin from a ripe banana.
Beti turned, saw who it was, and angrily spat out more words I
didn’t understand. A young black man slipped in front of Beti,
between her and Gladstone. He tried to shove Gladstone away, but
Gladstone held her ground. “Fuck I will,” she said. “Get away from
my girlfriend.”

“Go away!” Beti cried out, backing away. But
I couldn’t tell whether she was talking to the youth or to
Gladstone.

The young man was a sturdy tumpa of a thing,
short and muscled and pretty. He wore his jeans and T-shirt as
though they were a costume. His eyes were sad, longing. They were
Beti’s eyes. He reached for Beti again, same time as Gladstone
lurched at him.

Magic smell filled up my nostrils.

“No!” Beti shouted. Quicker than thought, she
slapped Gladstone’s hand away from her brother’s. He must be the
brother come to take her home, right?

That blow had some serious power behind it.
Gladstone grimaced in pain, covered her wrist with her other hand,
pulled her hands in close to her chest. “But I love you,” she said
to Beti.

Beti slung her arm through the crook that
Gladstone’s made. “I know,” she replied sadly, pulling Gladstone
away from her brother.

He followed them. Beti stopped, said
something to him that sounded like a plea. He snapped
angry-sounding words at her, reached for her hand. She pulled it
away. She looked scared. Gladstone tried to reach around her. Beti
grabbed Gladstone’s sleeve. “No!” she shouted. Little as she was,
she was strong. She was holding Gladstone off with one arm and the
weight of her body, backing them both away from her brother and
arguing with him same time. I started forward.

Stick lifted a warding hand in front of me.
“Stay out of this,” he muttered. He called out something in the
language that Beti and her brother were speaking. The two of them
turned, looking startled.

And then I saw something I never thought I
would. Stick bowed the knee to them both.

Gladstone said, “What the hell?”

Stick raised his head and asked Beti and her
brother a question.

Beti replied, pointed at her brother and
Gladstone.

Her brother cut her off with sharp words.

She responded to him with sad, pleading
ones.

He begged, scolded.

Stick stood. He shouted angrily at them both.
He gestured at the crowd.

I sneezed, then slapped my hands to either
side of my head as an eyeball-melting migraine hit me. Like a
friction charge, some deep juju was building up between Beti and
her brother.

Stick’s eyes went wide with alarm. He snapped
an order, pointed a finger northward, in the direction of the
Border. Go, he was saying to Beti and her brother. Go
back now.

Beti protested.

Stick turned in a panicked circle. (Stick
never panicked!) There were people thronging all around. “Run!” He
yelled to the crowd. “Get the fuck out of here!” One or two people
started backing away, looking confused, but most didn’t even notice
him.

Then the old snake charmer elf was by Stick’s
side. Lubin sniffed curiously in the direction of his snake. The
snake benignly tasted her air. The Trubie said something to Stick,
turned, and began urging people to move away from Beti and her
brother.

Stick yelled at Gladstone, “Let her go!
Now!”

Gladstone shook her head, swung a protective
arm around Beti’s shoulder. Beti shrugged it off.

I saw the hurt on Gladstone’s face, smelled
the juju tide come rolling down. Blinding headache or no, I kicked
off my shoes and ran toward my friend. “Gladstone, no!”

Beti turned sorrowing eyes on Gladstone, blew
her a kiss. “It’s time,” she said.

Beti’s brother reached his hands out. Beti
stepped forward and clasped them with both of hers.

Gladstone reached their sides, grabbed his
forearm in one hand, Beti’s in the other.

Beti shouted, her voice so large and gonging
that it exceeded sound. All the Jou’vert action went still with the
shock of it.

Beti and her brother exploded into shards of
prismed light…

I was still running, still screaming
Gladstone’s name, though all around me was only painful brightness
and I couldn’t feel my body, couldn’t hear, couldn’t see.

…and coalesced again. Not as a thick-bodied
black boy and his sister, but as one faceless something. A
something tall as a tree. A something cone-shaped with many-colored
tendrils that flared out from it as it spun. A something that made
a sound like monsoon winds through the branches of a dead tree.
Like the whistle through the air of withies just before they struck
bare flesh. But loud, so loud. People fell to their knees, those
that weren’t running. Even Stick stepped back.

Not me, for I couldn’t see Gladstone
anywhere. I ran right up to the thing. “Beti!” I screamed.

It kept spinning, whistling, clacking.

The old elf ran to stand between it and the
crowd. He held up warding hands. The thing began to move away, but
one of its flying tendrils whipped across the snake charmer’s face.
He convulsed and fell, his snake with him. He was frozen in rigor
by the time he hit the ground. Oh god; death had come to Jou’vert
for true.

I planted myself in the path of the thing. It
came on toward me. “Ti’Bet, stop it!”

It hesitated.

“Where’s Gladstone?” I screamed at it. “What
you did to her?”

The thing dithered from side to side in front
of me. I howled,

“Bring them back!”

Gladstone, the snake charmer; they couldn’t
just be gone.

The tip of the thing leaned its deadly self
toward me. I didn’t give a damn. I done dead already, just like
Stick said. Whether now or later, who cared? I’d meddled in my
friend’s life, and now two sweet beings were gone.

The Beti-thing’s body smelled like dry rot,
like carrion. It smelled like Granny’s perfume, like my old dog
Glower’s breath, like grief and regret and resignation and
goodbye.

And finally, it smelled like peace. It pulled
back. It moved away, and there where it had been lay Gladstone,
only Gladstone. Her clothes were torn, there was blood coming from
her nose, and half her hair had been singed off. I dropped to my
knees, felt her neck for a pulse. She was still alive. “Gladstone?”
I said. No answer.

“Lemme see to her, sweetness.” It was
Screaming Lord Neville, dressed in the tiered plantation gown and
madras cotton head wrap of La Diablesse, the devil woman. “I know a
few little things,” he said. He folded his long length down to sit
beside us. Below the hem of his gown peeked one red sequined pump
and one hoof. He saw me staring at it and smoothed the gown over
his feet.

The pitchy-patchy thing spun away, in the
direction of the Nevernever. People tried to reach the old snake
charmer. His snake had coiled itself protectively around his body
and wouldn’t let anyone near. Please God I never again hear a snake
scream in grief. And I won’t, for it wasn’t a snake. It drew itself
up to manheight, howled that terrible howl once more, and became a
searing red flame of wings with a dragon mask of loss. In seconds,
it and the dead elf were only ash, dissipating on the breeze.

For the next few minutes, as my headache
faded, I dithered around Miss Nell. She checked Gladstone for
injuries we couldn’t see. Stick brought water. People offered
cloaks to keep Gladstone warm and tore costumes into bandages for
her. When she opened her eyes, it was like somebody had turned the
sun back on.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought you were
coming to hurt her.”

She smiled weakly. “Truth? I might have.”
Gently, she touched my chin. “Thank you for keeping me from being
an ass even when I’m too stubborn to ask for help.”

“What was she?”

“A rainfly, I think.”

Gladstone had never seen rainflies, but I’d
described their life cycle to her. How joyfully they danced in the
air before a rainstorm. How when the pounding rain came it drove
them to the ground and pulled off their wings. How they wriggled
and wriggled and then crawled away, metamorphosed into their adult
forms.

Beti had been doing her last dance as a
child. She and her brother had needed each other in order to move
on to the next stage of their development. No wonder she confused
the word for “brother” with the word meaning “two who will become
one.”

“So she was really from beyond the Border?” I
asked Gladstone.

“Some kind of egungun for true?”

“Some kind of what?” Gladstone was staring
longingly in the direction of the forest.

Lord Neville said, “Whatever she was,
doux-doux, she knew she couldn’t hide it forever. Brave, proud
child. You two did right to care for her.”

He slid his platform shoe off one foot and
massaged his toes. He kept the other foot concealed beneath his
gown.
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Three hours after the light flared into the sky, I
finally got in touch with Dad. We were frantic, both talking at
once: he said “But we don’t know anything yet” while I was saying
“There are already theories on the internet;” I said “This isn’t
the dark ages, this isn’t an omen” when he started laughing, saying
“People are lining up at church already.” That was Tuesday.

Two hours after that, when I’d reached my
grandfather, we spoke in similar breathless terms. After he’d
invited me to his ranch home, though, just before he hung up, he
said words I’d only heard before in pop politics.

Allahu akbar.
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Seventy minutes on the interstate took me to my
grandfather’s. The light in the sky was indistinct—in daylight you
could mistake it for a smudge of cloud, except it was too perfectly
round and looked farther away than the blue sky. I pulled in on the
gravel road, handling my car like the horses my mother loved to
ride, and when I got it lined up by his old Chevy he was waiting
for me on the wood porch with a grin that went up to his eyes. He
was seventy-eight. His salt-and-pepper hair was giving way to salt
and his dark face was laced with wrinkles, but he trotted down and
opened my door for me. When we hugged, it felt like life took
nothing out of him except the fat from his middle age and weight
from his step.

“You can help me sort the lentils,” he
said.

We both glanced up before we went in.

“Your father called,” my grandfather said,
kicking off his sandals to walk barefoot on the red carpet. “He
said you called him. What a kick. I think everyone in this family
has called everyone else, but no one’s heard a peep from your
mother. Have you talked to her?”

“She’s working on an education initiative in
Monrovia,” I said. “Their networks went down. I got a really short
email this morning to let me know she was alive, but other than
that…”

“She’s probably out there, annoyed that she
knows we’re worried,” my grandfather said. “She was always too
independent for anyone, your mother. That’s why Paul couldn’t hang
on to her. Come on.”

We headed into the kitchen to commit what my
mother used to call atrocities against American cuisine: pizza
topped with lentils and caramelized onions, rice on the side,
bottles of peach homebrew pulled out from his fridge, and frozen
grapes for dessert.

“I found,” he said, when we’d put the lentils
on to simmer and retreated to his patio to watch the empty stable
yard, “my old telescope hiding up in the attic, put away with your
dad’s old schoolbooks. We should bring it down.”

“We should,” I agreed, though neither of us
got up from our conversation until we went back in for our
food.

My grandfather talked with his hands. He used
to say “If you cut off my hands, I’d go mute!” Today all his
gestures tended toward the sky, toward the pale half-dollar sitting
opposite the moon. Over pizza, I finally asked.

“Are you converting to Islam?”

That surprised him. I reminded him of what
he’d said on the phone, and he laughed. “Oh, that. I don’t know. I
was in a state. I don’t know why I said it. I never really thought
about converting back.”

“Back?”

“You didn’t think I was agnostic as a boy in
Egypt, did you?” he chided. “I came over here and I decided to be
American through and through. First that meant being Christian and
owning a business. Then everyone became agnostic and I did
too.”

I laughed. “You go with whatever religion’s
in vogue?”

He feigned offense. “I’m easily convinced by
articulate people.”

“And you’re meeting a lot of articulate
Muslims here on the ranch?”

My grandfather gave me an annoyed look. That
one wasn’t feigned. “No, of course not. As I said, I was in a
state. It was a thing from childhood.” At that, the annoyance
faded. “It’s an old man thing, Katri. One day you’ll get old and
start reminiscing too.”

He tossed a grape at me. I ducked to catch it
in my mouth, but it hit my chin and bounced off. My grandfather
hopped to his feet.

“I’m going to pull down that telescope,” he
said. “Then you’ll have to stay until the sun goes down.”

“I’ll drink all your beer and have to stay
all night,” I told him.

“I’ll convert back to Islam just for you,” he
called from the door. “To keep the evils of homebrew out of your
hands.” And with that he vanished inside the house, and I was left
wondering why the jibe turned sour in my ears.
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We had to clean both lenses of the telescope, and
setting it up took us until the sun was down. The base had to be
screwed together, and most of the screws had gone missing. Of
course, we found the screwdriver behind his entertainment center
around the time the last colors of sunset were fading from the
sky—it’d probably been there since he’d put the TV hutch
together.

Always a gentleman, my grandfather made me
take the first look. Though he also made me look at the light
before anything else.

I don’t know what I expected; more powerful
telescopes than this had already failed to reveal anything. Through
the lens, the object was just diffuse light, like a flashlight
shining through paper. I let out a breath and stepped back to let
my grandfather see.

“It’s a bit of a disappointment.”

“Only you would say that about the most…” He
waved at the night sky, taking the telescope. “What would you call
it? Miraculous? Terrifying? Only you would say that about the most
interesting thing up there.” He adjusted the focus. “What do you
suppose it is?”

I leaned back. “Something new, probably,” I
said. “Something no one’s invented a word for, yet.”

He laughed. “Well, what good is that? All the
important things in life—love, birth, death, family—all those have
had names for thousands and thousands of years. All these new
things like virtual economies and carbon offsets? Those are only
important in the day-to-day.”

“Yeah, we live day to day,” I pointed out.
“Life’s day to day.”

“Katrina,” he said, looking at me. “You just
remember that whatever happens out there is nothing compared to
what happens down here,” he said, and patted his chest just above
his heart.

“All right, gramps,” I said. “I’ll make a
motivational poster with the light and that quote.”

“Good.” He grinned. “Market it. That’s my
granddaughter, off to be an entrepreneur! I want a share in your
profits.”

I chuckled. “Of course you do.”

It wasn’t late, but by then I was missing my
bed and my girlfriend, and I’d had time to sober off the beer. I
excused myself, and my grandfather walked me to the door. He kissed
me on the cheek. “Give Josey a kiss for me!”

I laughed and told him I would.
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MAYOR CALLS NIGHT-SKY OBJECT “GOD,” read the
headline in the paper the next day. The bold pull quote said Mayor
McMahon of San Angelo, Texas, caused an uproar Saturday by saying
“This light is certain proof of God; it may be God in His
glory.”

I read it when Josey put her laptop down on
the kitchen table in front of me. It was only seven and we were
both up, both in robes, her with the morning’s first cup of coffee
and me with a phone to my ear. Josey turned back to the window
after handing off the laptop, her powder-blue robe looking softer
in the early-morning light.

“Yeah,” I said into the mouthpiece, like I’d
been saying any time my advisor let me get a word in edgewise. “No.
Yeah, I understand. Yeah. I hope so too. Okay.” I counted on him
running out of things to explain after a while, and after a while,
he did. We hung up. “The research office is going on hiatus,” I
told Josey, who looked back with the sort of bleary-eyed tired
interest I used to get from my grandfather’s old dog. “The other
assistant bailed. He doesn’t know if this is what he wants to be
doing. Said he wanted to spend time with his mother.”

“Because the world is ending,” Josey
said.

“Something like that. Dr. Greene says he’ll
find something for me to do, keep me paid, but who knows
what. Maybe loan me out to another department. Rain gauges
in the Chihuahuan, or something. Trapping and tagging snipes.”

Josey rolled the mug between her hands,
watching the reflections in the coffee, then shook her head.
“Here.” She sashayed up to the table and slipped into the chair
beside me. “I thought you’d be interested. There’s a science
section. They say in twenty years…”

She reached across to click a link, calling
up some Flash page blinking with layman’s statistics. I put away
the phone and took a look at it—most of it was the same stuff I’d
been reading for days; how the light had appeared, how many people
had called it in to NASA, but there was some information I hadn’t
seen before. I read through most of it with detached interest until
something gave me pause. “Whoa.”

“Nelly?” Josey said. I grabbed a stray
envelope and looked across the table for a writing implement, but
nothing was in evidence. “Yeah. In twenty years? It’s supposed to
fill the night sky.”

The way she said that, it was almost a
question. Like maybe she hadn’t read that right. I frowned at the
screen. “You have a pencil?”

“I hid a few in your robe pockets,” Josey
said. I looked down and rummaged in one: sure enough, there were a
pair of golf pencils waiting for me. Josey leaned over, brushing
hair off her shoulder. “What is it?”

“Arc seconds,” I said, and started a line of
calculations. Josey rested her chin on my shoulder, hanging on the
movement of the lead. I finished the calculation and re-read it
before answering. “Okay. Yeah, if it keeps growing the way it is. I
mean, the Earth turns, it’s gonna rise and set, but the math’s
right. Horizon to horizon.”

Josey pulled away and looked down into her
mug, running her thumb around and around the circumference. “What
happens to us then?”

I paused in the middle of putting the pencil
back. “What makes you think anything will happen?”

Josey shrugged and mumbled something
indistinct.

I drummed the pencil against the table.
“Actually, what makes you think that’s gonna happen?”

“What, the news?” she asked.

“Josey,” I said, turning on my chair to tilt
my head at her. “Name one thing in the universe that just grows and
keeps growing forever. I mean, other than the universe.” I
dug the pencilpoint into the envelope. “It flared already, and now
it’s slowed down. Stars explode and then they collapse again. You
get things like gamma bursts flashing up, making a lot of noise,
and then they vanish. It’s not gonna keep growing; it’s not gonna
fill the night sky.”

Josey shrugged. She raised her cup and downed
the rest of the coffee in a go, setting it down hard and giving me
a defiant look at the face I’d pulled.

“Your lab isn’t happening. I don’t have class
until this afternoon. You know what? Let’s go back to bed.”

I rolled my neck. “Josey…”

“Just snuggle!” Josey protested, and pushed
her laptop closed. I closed my eyes. “The world might be
ending.”

“It’s not ending.”

“Just come be with me,” Josey said.

I opened my eyes again. “It’s not God and
it’s not gonna end the world,” I said, but I got up and followed
Josey into the bedroom anyway.
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I usually tried to make it out to my grandfather’s
ranch once a month or so, but I drove up later that day. A two-hour
round trip wasn’t bad, with my lab cancelled and me with nothing
else to do. Not as bad as the half-hour spent waiting for a gas
pump, or the clogged street in front of the grocery store where
everyone was buying water and canned food. My grandfather and I
followed form from last time, sitting out back and watching the sky
after we’d eaten, waiting for it to get dark enough to look through
the telescope again. Except for the almost-imperceptible growth,
the light looked the same as it had the day before, and the day
before that.

“Everything up there seems little,” my
grandfather said, blocking the light with his thumb. “See there?”
He waggled his thumb at me. “Only as big as the deck lamp.”

I snorted. “It’s a lot further away,
gramps.”

“And how far would that be? Hmm?” He tilted
his head at me, smile roguish. “You being the expert.”

I stared at him for longer than I should
have. He was joking, though it struck me that he was right. I was
the first generation on my father’s side to go into science. My
grandfather had come from Egypt and gone into business, and my
father went into history and taught. I was the authority.

I put my drink aside and pulled him up from
his chair. “Here. Look at this.”

I pulled him to the spot on the patio which
gave us the best view of the night sky, uncut by trees or the line
of the roof.

“Things look smaller away, the further away
they are, right?”

“Yes; I know that,” he said. I searched among
the stars for a certain speck, and pointed up toward it.

“You could line up twenty-two Earths in a
row, and that’s how wide across Jupiter is,” I told him. “And look.
Up there, in the sky, it’s only that big. Okay?”

He nodded. “Very far away,” he agreed.

I searched out another point in the night sky
and guided him to it, describing the line through a constellation
until I knew he saw the same thing I did. “Jupiter orbits the Sun.
Think Jupiter’s big compared to the Earth? The Sun’s five Jupiters
across. And all of our planets and their orbits describe a solar
system that make the sun look like a marble in a kiddie pool, and
the space between solar systems makes those solar systems look
like… I don’t know.” I was running out of metaphor. “The galaxy is
big, gramps. We don’t have words for how big it is. But that
pinprick, right there? That’s not a star. It’s a galaxy.”

I heard him take a breath.

I shivered, and looped my arm through the
crook of his elbow. I’d never had a sense of agoraphobia until
taking astronomy classes in undergrad, but the universe yawned open
on every side of the Earth. It seemed designed for something
bigger. All the planets and all the stars were grains of sand
scattered in an ocean, and that halfdollar light was supposed to
fill the night sky.

“We can calculate how far away that galaxy
is,” I said, and my voice was soft enough I didn’t know if he’d
hear it. “But we can’t work out that light. Sometimes we can tell
how close a star in a galaxy is, but we can’t see stars in that. Or
we can tell how redshifted a galaxy is, more red the further away,
but that light’s not redshifted at all, not that we can tell. That
means maybe it’s not part of our expanding universe. It’s not
something…”

I trailed off.

We turned. The light was small, but far
larger than the stars.

“The worst thing is, we’ve seen galaxies pass
in front of it,” I said. “The light is farther away than that
galaxy.” I pointed back to the speck that looked like a star. “And
it’s still that big in the sky.”

I leaned into my grandfather, and he held
onto my arm. Our fingers were tight.

“I’m wondering what the Koran would say,” my
grandfather murmured.

“It’s just something new,” I said. “It’s
something scientific. Like a nova. You don’t go to the Koran for
that, you build a better telescope.”

My grandfather exhaled, then patted my hand.
He was still watching the light. He was probably thinking about the
Koran, still, just like all those people had rushed to church on
Tuesday morning.

Mayor McMahon had said it. This was the thing
people were calling God.
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“I’m going to go see her,” Dad said over the
phone.

Her in this case was Mom. Mom, at this
time, was still in Monrovia. Monrovia, at the moment, was still
trapped in communications brownouts.

I was pretty sure Dad had gone insane.

“News is still coming out of Liberia,” I
said. “We’d know if anything horrible happened.”

“That’s not the point,” Dad said.

I was pretty sure the world had gone
insane.

Outside the window, my next-door neighbor was
cleaning out the shed I’d never seen him use. A rusted-out
lawnmower and cans of old paint were scattered on his brown lawn,
and earlier I’d seen him carrying a box labeled “EMERGENCY
GENERATOR.”

“I never did speak to your mother as much as
I should have after the divorce,” Dad went on. “We promised each
other we’d still be a part of each other’s lives, and we haven’t
been fulfilling that promise.”

“That doesn’t mean you just hop on the first
transatlantic flight,” I argued.

“Maybe it should,” Dad said. “Say what you
will, but this thing—”

“Dad.”

“—this thing has put everything in
perspective. There’s enough we don’t have control over. This, I
do.”

Or maybe everyone’s just going to use that
light as an excuse to panic, I thought. It was like Y2K all
over again, except along with stocking up on emergency candles and
nonperishable food, everyone dropped what they were doing and went
to visit everyone they knew. “Dad, you have a job, and projects,
and you can’t just—”

“I’m packing.”

“You can’t—”

“Don’t tell me what I can’t do.”

I dug my knuckles into the bridge of my nose.
“Dad. You can’t just pack up and move to Liberia.”

“They say that thing in the sky can’t exist,
too,” Dad countered. “Maybe ‘can’t’ doesn’t mean what we used to
think it did.”

“Dad, that’s not even remotely the same
thing.”

Dad didn’t care.

“Look, people are on the news taking loans
out for domestic flights,” I tried. “An international—”

“So I’ll have to pay a little more,” he said.
This from a man who’d haggled for a week on the price of my car.
“I’ll manage. Maybe I’ll get a one-way ticket and wait for things
to calm down.”

“Okay,” I said. “Right. And things will calm
down, because nothing is happening.”

“Katrina,” he said, with the tone he used
when Mom harried him too hard.

That’s when I knew I’d lost the argument.

I was lying face-down on the bed when Josey
came home, and when she joined me I rolled straightaway into her
arms and told her the whole thing, or what I thought was the whole
thing. My research partner was off having a crisis of academia, and
Dad was off to Africa. And my grandfather might convert to Islam.
“Because of what? Because there’s a bit of the universe we don’t
understand. If people knew how many things we didn’t understand,
we’d never get anything done.”

Josey listened and made comforting noises
until I stopped talking. Then she pursed her lips, considered, and
said “Do you need me to stay around for a bit?”

I stared at Josey the way people must have
stared at that light when it flared into the sky. “What do you
mean, ‘stay’?”

“I mean stay, stay,” Josey said. “I
thought—you know. I know the world isn’t ending, but with
everything going on—”

“You’re leaving?” I asked.

“I’m coming back,” she said, with a look of
reproach. “But I want to see my family in Tennessee. That’s all
right, isn’t it? Just for a week or so? You’ve got your grandpa so
close by.”

I fought off the strangling feeling in my
throat. “Just a week?” I said, because I couldn’t tell her it
wasn’t okay. Everyone was going home to see their families. I just
wanted to stay there, to complete my research, to leave the light
to astronomers. Every day some organization put up another grant,
another contest, another prize; we’d figure it out because science
figured things out, because science, as much as nature, abhorred a
vacuum.

Josey leaned over and kissed me on the
forehead, and I felt small beside her mass. I wanted that mass to
stay right where I could hang onto it, a planet embracing its sun’s
gravity. “I’ll bring you back some real channel catfish.”
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I showed up at my grandfather’s house with a
backpack in the front passenger seat, the radio tuned to NPR, and a
tension in my jaw I couldn’t relax through gum or massage or
willpower. I hadn’t even called first; my grandfather wasn’t out
front waiting for me, and it took a minute before he opened the
door. I just stood there and pounded, smelling the crisp night,
feeling the breezes on the back of my neck, trying not to scream at
the slowly growing light in the sky.

When the door opened I stood there for a
moment with my fist raised. My grandfather and I both looked at
each other, surprised; I suppose I’d thought that he had
disappeared, too. But he was there, he laughed, he ushered me
inside. “Come to stay the night?”

“Can I?”

He took my backpack, closing the door behind
me.

I was drifting toward the living room when I
heard voices talking. I hesitated—I thought he had someone over—but
it was only one voice, and it wasn’t pitched like a conversation,
it was pitched like a lecture. I turned back to him.

“What is that?”

“Hmm?” My grandfather looked genuinely
surprised. “Oh, that? It’s one of those internet radio stations. I
don’t know if it’s any good yet. Well.” He laughed as he took my
backpack, tucking it into the hall closet between a pair of dusty
boots and the old telescope. “I’ve been listening to it all
evening. I didn’t realize how far my Arabic’s slipped.”

I could feel my face fall, and when he
straightened up again I wrapped my arms around him. He hugged back,
but not for long before he ducked his head to nudge my forehead
with his own. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Dad’s going to
Liberia. Don’t ask me how he booked a flight to Liberia. I still
haven’t talked to Mom. Our lab shut down. Even Josey’s gone. I
know, I sound fourteen, but everyone is leaving me…”

My grandfather showed his palms. “I’m not
going anywhere, Katrina.”

“You’re going—” I bit off the end of the
sentence. How stupid was it to finish the thought, You’re going
back to Islam?

He reached over, rubbing my shoulder. “Come
on,” he said. “Come have some coffee and we’ll talk about
this.”

I put myself together and motioned for him to
go on into the kitchen. I followed him, taking a seat at the
counter and kicking my heels against the rung of the stool.
Childish, yes, but it helped.

I watched my grandfather go through the
motions of making coffee just as he always had: adding in cardamom
and cinnamon to the burr grinder, pouring the beans without
bothering to measure them. It was the same. He was the same as he’d
been when I was a child, when we’d lived in the city, when he’d
made that coffee every morning before school and enticed me to
drink some. It’ll start off your day right, Katri.

“Will you be going on the Hajj?” I asked. It
was the only sensible question about Islam I knew enough to ask,
aside from What about me and Josey?, and I wasn’t ready to
ask that yet.

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t
think I should jump in with both feet, do you? It wouldn’t be right
to go on the Hajj only to think in the middle, ‘oh, no, this isn’t
right for me.’”

“But you never thought Islam was right for
you before, did you?” I pressed. “Christianity either. And you
raised me and Dad outside of the church. Any church.”

My grandfather breathed out through his
mouth, turning to pour the coffee. “I never in my life felt
terribly religious. But this light,” he said; “it’s probably the
sort of thing that changes things forever—”

“No!” I jumped at the sound of my own voice.
“Man probably did this at the first eclipse, too. They looked up
and saw something eating the sun and they thought it was the end of
the world. But it wasn’t. We don’t understand everything. So what!
We’ll learn. And the world will keep changing and we’ll learn to
deal with that, but everyone is acting like it’s the end of the
world!”

My grandfather looked at me. Then he looked
down into his coffee. I was reminded of Josey; of her asking,
What happens to us then?

I wanted to know what was happening to us
now.

“Katri,” he said, after a moment. “These
things everyone is doing. They’re important.”

I started to object, but he didn’t let
me.

“So what do you want everyone to do, when the
world changes up around them. Hm? Dig their heels in like you’re
doing?”

“I’m not—” I said. And then, “I’m just not
panicking.”

“You’re dealing with the light very well,” he
conceded, and drank from his mug.

The light.

But the light, for all that it had sent Dad
to Liberia and Josey to Tennessee, hadn’t sent me seventy minutes
down the interstate to drink coffee in my grandfather’s kitchen.
That had been Josey, it had been Dad, it had been the people buying
gas and generators like they’d need to dig in tomorrow for a white
night sky—maybe—in twenty years.

“You think I’m acting fourteen, don’t
you?”

My grandfather set his coffee down. “No! No,
I just think you’re in over your head.” He gestured, trying to
paint an entire world with his hands. “If God gives you a reason to
remember what’s important in life, take it. That’s all. And if
everyone else takes it, that’s wonderful. No one has to act like
the world’s on fire.”

I studied his face for any hint of rapture.
“Do you think it’s God, then?”

No rapture. Just a smile, expanding across
his face. “I meet a lot of articulate agnostics out here on the
ranch, Katri,” he jibed. “So no; I think a very un-Islamic thing. I
think God is what we make of Him.”

•

We went out back to the patio. My grandfather
carried the telescope despite my attempts to help, and he set it up
in the corner with the best view. He let me take the first look,
straight at the unexplained God in the sky.

“Has it changed at all?” my grandfather
asked.

I squinted through the lens. The light was as
inscrutable as ever.

“I wonder what we look like from that far
away,” I said, pulling away. “If they could even see the light from
our galaxy. Or maybe you could see the light from our universe.
From the big bang.” I shook my head to keep myself from shaking,
but the shiver was gone in a moment anyway. “I wonder if the big
bang looked like that.”

My grandfather put his hand on my back,
rubbing slow circles and meaningless patterns. “Think we’ll find
out what it is?”

“Give it twenty years,” I answered. Two
decades, and it would have filled the night sky or faded away. Or
just sat there, letting the world learn how to deal with it.

“Hmm,” my grandfather agreed.

We watched for a few more minutes in silence
before he turned to go back inside. After a while, I followed him.
The light stayed behind, waiting in the cold night sky.
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