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1942: Finn
 
   The mick’s a chick! The mick’s a chick! The mick’s a chick!
 
   Their voices are still ringing in Finn Cormack’s ears, cruel and taunting. He hasn’t been able to unclench his fists all afternoon.
 
   The worst part is that, as he stands before the tall iron gates, he can’t deny that he is scared. It’s the middle of spring and he’s trembling like a leaf, wishing he could be anywhere else.
 
   The sign above the gates reads AISLING GLEN PSYCHIATRIC HOSPITAL. There’s something else written underneath, but it’s so faded and blackened that Finn can’t make it out.
 
   Past the thick bars, he can see the hospital itself: a long-abandoned husk, squatting underneath the overcast sky like a huge black gargoyle. The front doors hang open, swinging back and forth in the wind.
 
   Finn takes a deep, shuddering breath. He could come back the next morning, when it’s brighter outside… but if he chickens out and someone sees him, the taunting will get that much worse. Besides, he has a feeling this place won’t be any more inviting in broad daylight.
 
   He should’ve kept his big mouth shut.
 
   They’d been huddled together on the docks that morning, watching the soldiers. Sam was like a ghost, pale and quiet; his father had shipped out to fight the Nazis last week, and nobody knew what to say to him.
 
   It was Tommy Mayfield who brought up Aisling Glen, desperate for a distraction. My grandpa’s best friend, he whispered. His family found out he was a fairy, so they sent him up there. He never came back. But the weird thing is that all the photos of him disappeared too, and some other family moved into his house. My grandpa was the only one who remembered him at all, but he couldn’t tell you what the fruit’s name was, or what he looked like.
 
   A huge brass padlock holds the gates shut, but Finn’s eleven-year-old frame squeezes through the bars with minimal effort.
 
   Tommy’s twin brother Tony had nodded in agreement. The doctors were doin’ experiments on people, for the army. They were gonna make a special gas that turns you crazy. But it got into the vents, and all the doctors and patients killed each other for no reason. And the gas is still there, so anyone who gets too close to the place goes nuts, just like that.
 
   Finn remembers Charlie Lockhart snorting in derision, self-confident and brash as only a rich boy could be: That’s not what happened. My cousin’s neighbor’s mom used to work there. One of the patients was a firebug, a real loon. He escaped and torched the place, burned everybody up.
 
   Finn could’ve left well enough alone. But no, he had to open his fat trap and say I dunno, guys. That all sounds like a buncha baloney.
 
   They all turned to him at once, glaring coldly. Thinking back on it now, as he steps into the hospital’s shadow, Finn recalls something else as well: a sudden sense of imbalance, like the group had just shifted against him. He’d felt ashamed, like an outsider intruding where he didn’t belong.
 
   Had that glint in their eyes always been there? Had he just convinced himself not to see it?
 
   Oh yeah? Sam challenged – Sam, who was Finn’s best friend and never had a harsh word for anyone. Maybe you should go up there and see for yourself. Then you can tell us what it’s really like.
 
   Yeah, Finn, it’s all a buncha baloney, right? Tony echoed mockingly. Nothing to worry about.
 
   I dare you, Charlie declared, with the finality of a firing squad. I double-dog dare you to go into Aisling Glen and bring something back. Something that proves you were there.
 
   His fear must have been plain to see, because they’d started chanting before he could even protest, all together like they’d been waiting for it: The mick’s a chick! The mick’s a chick! The mick’s a chick!
 
   Even now, the memory makes Finn’s ears burn as red as his hair. What could he do, then, but stick his chin out, grit his teeth and take the dare?
 
   And now here he is, standing at the threshold, not entirely sure what to do next.
 
   He knows just enough Gaelic to recognize that the hospital’s name means “Dream Valley”. The words conjure an image far more pleasant than the reality: old newspapers and latex gloves and empty syringes are scattered around as far as the eye can see, along with other things Finn refuses to examine more closely.
 
   The place certainly looks like it burned down. The main doors are charred, and black scorch marks race up and down the front of the building. But there’s a tingling in Finn’s belly, a sense that something isn’t quite right with this picture, and it’s not just his desire to prove Charlie Lockhart wrong.
 
   He circles the hospital grounds, hands in his pockets, determined to keep a steady pace despite the terror and the cold and every instinct screaming at him to run away. He’s heard the stories, of course: bad things happened to people who were sent to Aisling Glen. If you weren’t crazy before, you’d go crazy inside. But Finn doesn’t believe the more outlandish rumors, and whatever really happened was ages ago anyway, long before the Cormacks came to America.
 
   Studying the layout helps distract him. Aisling Glen is comprised of four buildings, laid out in a crosslike pattern and connected by long glass corridors. According to the engraved signs, the main entrance facing the outer gates leads to Reception. Then there are the East and West Wards, where the patients would have been kept, and in the rear is a smaller cube-shaped structure for Administration.
 
   That sense of wrongness becomes more solid with every step Finn takes. There’s rubble everywhere, but the hospital is completely intact, not a single brick out of place. As he rounds the corner towards the rear of Administration, he finds a small window on the back wall, at ground level, within reach.
 
   He’s not sure why he’s sneaking around as if there’s someone here to catch him – he could just walk through the front doors. Instead, he tiptoes up to the window and peers through the grimy glass. He can just barely make out a desk, and a white blob hanging on the wall that might be a doctor’s coat. 
 
   An office. Perfect, he thinks – he’s sure to find something there worth taking, something he can throw in Charlie Lockhart’s face. That’s why he isn’t backing down, because he’s imagining Charlie and the Mayfield brothers and even Sam having a good long laugh at Finn’s expense. They’re expecting him to come slinking back, the cowardly son of an Irishman admitting defeat.
 
   Finn won’t let the story end that way. He presses his fingers to the bottom of the frame, expecting resistance, but the window opens smoothly and silently, as though the hinges had only recently been oiled. Before he can convince himself otherwise, he’s already hauling himself up and through the window.
 
   As Finn’s eyes adjust to the darkness, he’s again struck by a bizarre contradiction. The office is covered in a thick layer of dust, but everything is in its proper place: the chairs are tucked into opposite sides of the huge desk, the file cabinets are neatly lined up against one wall, and the portrait hanging on the opposite side is perfectly aligned. It’s all so meticulous, as if whatever catastrophe wrecked the hospital never touched this room.
 
   A fresh breeze flows from the open window, sending little swirls of dust across the floor. According to the name plate on the desk, this is the office of Doctor Nancy Weaver, Chief Administrator. The nearby portrait is of an old crone with cold grey eyes, glaring down at Finn. Her thin white hair is yanked up into a bun so tight it makes his scalp ache; her white coat is buttoned all the way up to her neck, and her bony hands are clasped in front of her. She reminds Finn of the saints his mother prays to, all stern and miserable-looking.
 
   The name’s appropriate, he thinks, the good doctor looks like a spider waiting to catch her dinner.
 
   He briefly considers swiping the painting, but there’s no way he could fit it through the window. Something smaller, then; he walks over to the nearest file cabinet, wincing at the loud echo of his footsteps on the tiled floor. Like the window, the drawers slide open without a squeak, and inside Finn finds dozens of folders, each with a different name scrawled on the label.
 
   Patient records. He grabs a few and spreads them across the desk. It’s partly his curiosity that drives him to open the first one, but more importantly, he needs to make sure he can prove these came from Aisling Glen.
 
   The first page has a small black-and-white photo clipped to the top-right corner: a pale, curly-haired man, staring blankly into space. Finn can’t decipher the tight scribbles that take up most of the paper, but at the very bottom is a stamp in red ink, still legible after who knows how many years: N. Weaver, Aisling Glen.
 
   There’s no sound in the office save for his breathing. He should go. He should gather up these files, head out the window, and run home so he can shove Dr. Weaver’s official stamp in his friends’ faces.
 
   Instead, he turns the page. Much to his surprise, what follows isn’t a doctor’s report, but some kind of story typed in bold black letters. As his eyes follow the perfect lines, Finn knows the doctor couldn’t have written this – not the spider-woman whose face would probably collapse if she tried to smile. It must have been her patient, the man with the empty eyes.
 
   The wind picks up outside, and the papers flutter; Finn’s fingers press down, holding them in place as he reads on…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Incarnate
 
   The good news was that I, Professor Charles St. Charles, had at last conquered death. Exactly 13 minutes after my sudden and entirely unexpected demise, I awoke in my lab, my consciousness having successfully been transmitted to the cybernetic backup I’d constructed. Project Osiris was a success!
 
   The bad news was that I wasn’t alone. As I calibrated my new optic sensors, I perceived some sort of entity hovering over me. It was pale and translucent, but still retained the same exact features I’d seen in the mirror that morning. The apparition stared down at me with pursed lips and a disapproving glare.
 
   The worst news was that, as I managed to get my new body upright, my old body staggered its way through the front door, dripping congealed blood and drool all over the lab floor. Its mouth hung open, and there was a total absence of intellect in its slack face that I found most offensive indeed.
 
   “AH,” I said, wincing at the harsh metallic tone produced by my vocal hardware. “THIS IS… PROBLEMATIC.”
 
   ***
 
   The automaton noisily lurched off the table. I’d been meaning to replace the limb joints with something more efficient and flexible, to improve movement. Alas, a missed opportunity.
 
   Project Osiris hadn’t quite worked as planned. I had indeed survived the termination of my corporeal body (despite its current unusually-active presence in my lab), but my mind had somehow manifested in this immaterial form rather than download into the backup.
 
   Yet the machine obviously believed it was me. Had the cranial implants malfunctioned, transferring only enough of my consciousness to bestow a false sense of identity upon that clanking tin man? I had not prepared for that possibility, but such were the risks of utilizing untested technologies. Scientists of my caliber (if any such individuals existed) were surely accustomed to these sorts of setbacks.
 
   Still, the situation was far from irreparable. All I had to do was reset and erase the backup, dispose of the incredibly embarrassing corpse gaping at us with appallingly empty eyes, and attempt the process again.
 
   Unfortunately, I appeared to be intangible at the moment. First things first, then.
 
   “SUCCESS! PROJECT OSIRIS WORKED PRECISELY AS I INTENDED!” the machine crowed victoriously.
 
   I turned my nose up and crossed my arms in front of my chest. “As I intended, thank you very much. And clearly it did not work, since I’m here and you’re there.”
 
   Despite my impatience, I found myself rather intrigued by this unforeseen turn of events. Who could imagine that one might exist as a disembodied consciousness? All our assumptions about the necessity of the physical, the shackles of biology, may have just been disproven! I would have to write a paper on the subject, once I figured out how to hold a pen.
 
   ***
 
   hun
 
   gry
 
   ***
 
   The specter registered as a visual anomaly; some residue of the transfer, no doubt. It would likely dissipate on its own in due time, but for the moment, it was determined to irritate me with ludicrous assertions.
 
   “RIDICULOUS,” I scoffed. (I made a mental note to modulate my verbalization software at the earliest opportunity; the note appeared in bright green letters in the upper-right corner of my HUD.) “I AM PROFESSOR CHARLES ST. CHARLES.”
 
   The corpse did not react to my declaration, which I interpreted as silent agreement. Of course, its cognitive functions were questionable at best, but I saw no reason to point this out.
 
   The apparition let out an annoyed huff that, admittedly, did sound like me. It had no vocal cords, yet it was somehow manipulating the air around it to mimic human speech. I wondered if this was a conscious effort on its part, or merely reflex.
 
   “If you’re quite finished making spurious and utterly false claims,” the anomaly began, speaking over my objections, “we have a more pressing matter to deal with.”
 
   It nodded towards the corpse currently stumbling its way into the kitchen. The jacket I’d worn earlier in the day was stained dark red, and the fabric had been torn through in six different places.
 
   The memory struck me like an electrical surge: the sound of a gun firing, over and over.
 
   In all the excitement, I forgot I’d been murdered.
 
   ***
 
   I could see that the android was having some cognitive issues, no doubt the result of whatever incomplete transfer had activated it in the first place. For all that it professed to be Charles St. Charles, it lacked my observational skills, as it hadn’t noticed one very glaring fact.
 
   I pointed at the walking corpse again. The holes in the jacket indicated that I had been shot in the back six times. It was a remarkably wasteful and inefficient way to kill someone; a single bullet to the back of the head would have done the job much more quickly. Either my assassin was incompetent, or they had deliberately left my brain – and the Osiris implants distributed throughout my cranium – intact.
 
   The thought that someone else might know about Project Osiris displeased me greatly. But I had been… less than circumspect in recent months, particularly upon completion of the prototype. I may have made some claims on the Internet – all substantiated with copious evidence, of course. Anyone could have learned about the project and targeted me.
 
   However, if theft had been the motive for the murder, why hadn’t the implants been removed? Had my physical form reanimated too quickly for the killer to extract them?
 
   Too many questions. As a man of science, I simply couldn’t let them stand. But to my immense displeasure, I had to concede that my current condition would not be particularly helpful in any investigative attempt – I might be able to pass through solid matter such as walls and doors, but what then? I could not contact the police, or physically subdue my killer.
 
   No. To find the answers, I would need… assistance.
 
   ***
 
   hun
 
   gry
 
   ***
 
   I scrutinized the manifestation (for lack of a more scientific term – I would devise one in short order). “YOU DO NOT REGISTER ON ANY SPECTRUM VISIBLE TO THE HUMAN EYE. HAD I NOT TAKEN THE TIME TO REFINE THIS BODY’S OPTICAL RECEIVERS, I MIGHT NOT PERCEIVE YOU AT ALL.”
 
   “Are you still going on about that? I refined the optics. What good is a cybernetic body without a few upgrades?”
 
   The anomaly’s insistence on taking credit from my work was most infuriating, but my new body no longer produced adrenaline or epinephrine. It was rather refreshing to engage in conversation without biologically-induced emotions clouding my perspective. “YOUR EXISTENCE IS LIKELY THE RESULT OF SOME IONIC INTERFERENCE AT THE MOMENT OF MY DEATH,” I explained patiently. “UNAVOIDABLE, I SUPPOSE, GIVEN THE CIRCUMSTANCES. SUCH SIDE EFFECTS WOULD NOT HAVE OCCURRED IN A CONTROLLED ENVIRONMENT.”
 
   Contrary to my eminently-logical countenance, the “spirit” seemed to be comprised of nothing but emotion. “Side effect?!” it repeated incredulously – a most accurate replication of my own inflections. “How dare you?! To be spoken to in such a manner, and by a bucket of bolts I assembled with my own two hands! Outrageous!”
 
   It clenched its fists to emphasize that last word, and one of the nearby monitors floated up into the air before catapulting itself into the wall, shattering loudly. My corpse looked up for a moment, then resumed its attempts to bite through the fire extinguisher hose.
 
   The entity appeared to be as surprised by this event as I was. I began recording and compiling all the relevant data – while I would never need to worry about grants and funding again, not after giving mankind the gift of immortality, I imagined I would still want to pursue science for its own sake. And this was indeed an interesting phenomenon, one worth further study.
 
   ***
 
   “I am not a poltergeist!”
 
   “OF COURSE NOT,” the machine replied, in a laughable attempt to appease me. I had not considered that its lack of facial features might make human interaction more challenging. “I AM SIMPLY POINTING OUT THAT YOUR DEMOLITION OF UNASSUMING PHYSICAL OBJECTS IS CONSISTENT WITH SUCH. I WOULD NEVER PRESUME TO SULLY MYSELF BY USING THE TERMINOLOGY OF FRAUDS.”
 
   “‘Paranormal investigation’ indeed,” I scoffed, my distaste for such pseudoscience ameliorating the fact that I was actually agreeing with the construct.
 
   “THERE IS CERTAINLY A RATIONAL EXPLANATION. SOMETHING TO DO WITH YOUR UNIQUE ATOMIC STRUCTURE, NO DOUBT. WE SHOULD ATTEMPT TO REPLICATE…”
 
   I shook my head. The unmitigated gall, treating me as though I were some sort of lab rat! “Are your cognitive processes degrading already? First things first: what are we going to do about that?!”
 
   Its head tilted slightly – a disturbingly human gesture I had assumed was beyond the automaton’s mimicry. There was another crash, and I groaned, exasperated: my corporeal corpse, left unattended, had upended a set of carefully-arranged test tubes, disrupting the entire experiment. Granted, I couldn’t remember the specifics of that particular experiment, but I couldn’t allow my former body to simply wander around – it still carried the Osiris array.
 
   “We’ll correct your flawed assertions later,” I declared. “Our priority must be to stop that…” Lacking the proper term (I would not use the word “zombie”, even when speaking to an inferior copy of myself), I instead gestured at the decaying mess that barely even resembled me anymore.
 
   ***
 
   hun
 
   gry
 
   ***
 
   I lunged at the reanimated body – or rather, muscle memory led me to attempt as much. In reality, the limited mobility of my metallic frame prevented me from capturing the corpse.
 
   The anomaly hovered behind me, apparently attempting a directed repeat of its previous performance. I recalled, though, that smashing the monitor had been immediately preceded by an emotional outburst – proof enough that while this ionic residue retained some semblance of my personality, it was most certainly not me.
 
   Unless…
 
   “THERE IS ANOTHER POSSIBILITY,” I surmised, trying again to restrain the body. It dodged – or merely stumbled away, I couldn’t tell. For all I knew, it had no self-awareness at all. “PERHAPS OUR CURRENT PREDICAMENT IS THE RESULT OF A MORE… FREUDIAN SCHISM?”
 
   “The thought had occurred to me,” the entity confessed. (I suspected that it had not, and the specter was merely attempting to assert my identity by pretending to mimic my thought processes.) “In which case, we would all be Charles St. Charles.”
 
   I backed away momentarily, coming to stand by my incorporeal doppelganger as we both observed the third member of our strange little group.
 
   ***
 
   The corpse was, arguably, the “original” – the physical, biological shell of the man known as Professor Charles St. Charles. I was still at a loss to explain its reanimation, but I had no problem placing it within the Freudian scheme.
 
   “The id, of course,” we both said simultaneously. I wasn’t impressed; even a glitch-ridden bucket of bolts could reach that conclusion. The body moved from one spot to the next without any forethought, chewing on the furniture, concerned only with sustenance. No higher brain functions in evidence at all.
 
   I turned to the automaton. “That makes you the ego, I suppose. With myself as superego.”
 
   If I’d given the machine the ability to express frustration, I suspect it would have done so at that moment. “INCORRECT: I AM THE SUPEREGO. IT IS INDISPUTABLE.”
 
   “Indeed?” I crossed my arms mockingly. “And what evidence do you offer to support such a ridiculous claim?”
 
   “BY DEFINITION, THE SUPEREGO REPRESENTS ORGANIZATION, PERFECTION, REGULATION. I AM NOT HOBBLED BY BIOLOGICAL CONCERNS ANY LONGER, NOR CAN MY JUDGMENT BE IMPAIRED BY EMOTION.”
 
   I hovered nearer. “You are a tool, nothing more. I could deactivate you at any time.” In what was, in retrospect, a shamelessly theatrical gesture, I spread my arms wide and floated upwards. “I am pure mind! Beyond the limitations of all physical factors! How can you doubt that I am the superego?”
 
   There was some strange flicker in the backup’s optical sensors. “THERE IS NO SHORTAGE OF METHODS TO DISPERSE IONIZED GAS. YOUR INTANGIBLE STATE DOES NOT, IN ANY WAY, MAKE YOU LESS VULNERABLE TO DISCORPORATION.”
 
   That this bionic blackguard should threaten me – me, who built it from scratch, who would have graced it with my own mind in due time – was quite simply unacceptable. Anger coursed through me, and what equipment hadn’t already been smashed or upended began to quiver in anticipation.
 
   Just before I could launch the entire contents of the lab into the air, the front door slammed open again.
 
   ***
 
   hun
 
   gry
 
   ***
 
   A woman stood in the doorway, gasping for breath. It took me a moment to match her face to the personnel files in my database.
 
   “CLAIRE?”
 
   It was indeed my lab assistant, Claire Sinclair. But I had never seen her so disheveled, so disorganized. I had always appreciated her meticulous appearance; it was the mark of a careful and clean scientist.
 
   Claire took a step into the room, then another. Her eyes were wide in astonishment.
 
   And there, in her left hand, was the gun that had shot me dead.
 
   ***
 
   Strange… had Claire always been so aesthetically pleasing? In my recollections, I could see only a timid face hidden behind enormous bifocals. But I could not, as a man of science, deny the perfect symmetry of her facial features.
 
   She couldn’t see me, of course; she lacked the automaton’s enhanced hardware. It might be possible to make her aware of my presence, but I did not wish to alarm her unduly – not when she could help me set all this right. Confronted with the current state of the lab, she would no doubt deactivate the machine, restrain the body, and reinitiate Osiris.
 
   Salvation at last!
 
   ***
 
   hun
 
   gry
 
   ***
 
   “It… it worked,” Claire whispered. “It really worked!”
 
   My optic sensors were still focused on the pistol. Hers were the only fingerprints to be found.
 
   “CLAIRE, WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?”
 
   A manic grin spread across her face. “Oh, Professor! Project Osiris worked!” She ran past me, weapon discarded, and threw herself into the arms of my reanimated corpse. It appeared as befuddled by the attention as I was.
 
   “I’ve waited so long for this day!” Claire said, her face buried in the body’s punctured chest. “You’ve done it, Professor! You’ve cured death!”
 
   “CLAIRE!” I insisted. “YOU SHOT ME!”
 
   She ignored me, turning her face up to the drooling mess as if it had spoken to her. “Of course I did, sir! I had to prove your brilliance! You’ll be a hero to the scientific community now! I…” I detected a sudden elevation in her blood pressure; she was blushing. “I’d be honored to stand by you when you present Osiris to the world. If you’ll have me.”
 
   The body’s eyes were glazed over, but its mouth twitched. Then, to my surprise, it moaned two syllables: “Hun… gry…”
 
   Claire nodded. “Oh! We’ll get you some food immediately, Professor! I can’t wait to document the aftereffects of the cognitive transfer, it’s…” She was breathing heavily, and to my mortification, her body temperature revealed… well, it wouldn’t be polite to say. “We’ve changed everything, sir. Your genius has changed everything.”
 
   She took the corpse by the hand and led him out the front door, ignoring me once again on the way out. A few minutes later, I heard a car pulling out of the nearby parking lot and speeding away.
 
   The apparition and I exchanged a long glance. If I still had a face, I would probably look exactly as flummoxed and perplexed as he did. I wished I had a throat so I could clear it, make some noncommittal noise to break the awkward silence.
 
   “WELL…” I finally said. “BACK TO THE OLD DRAWING BOARD.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Tilting at Giants
 
   He was a short, fat, bearded man. Rather ordinary, really. But when he walked into the tavern, a thick silence immediately descended upon the other patrons. They knew what it meant to see him like this: alone, head bowed, eyes downcast.
 
   A young woman rose from her seat, tears flooding her eyes. “No…” she whispered as the fat man approached her. “No, no, no!”
 
   “I…” he began, voice gruff with barely-contained emotion. “I am sorry, milady. He is dead.”
 
   The news sent a ripple through the tavern. Women gasped, men sighed in despair, and the barkeep immediately began pouring ale into every empty cup. There would be no talk of coin now.
 
   The fat man gratefully accepted a mug and downed it all in a single gulp, as though he could somehow quench his grief. Then he took a seat next to the young noblewoman, speaking in a hushed tone. “I knew something was wrong,” he said. “I should have acted sooner.”
 
   “You could not have saved him,” she replied. “He was… terribly ill.”
 
   His stature was such that alcohol affected him much more quickly than the average man. It had been a source of some amusement for his departed friend and master. His shoulders were slumped, as though he still carried the horrors of the day upon his back. “When we visited his Lady… he didn’t recognize her. Thought she were a peasant girl, a maid! Madness!”
 
   “Yes,” the young lady agreed, dabbing at her eyes. “It came so suddenly. I’d visited him just two weeks past, and he was well. Some foul enchantment at work, no doubt.” She paused, and there was a slight hitch in her voice. “Did he… did he suffer?”
 
   He sighed. “No. It was quick, for what little comfort that may bring. I would rather he had lived. Mad or not, he was a good man. And the finest knight the land has ever known. If only…”
 
   Those two words caught the noblewoman’s attention, and she leaned in, ignoring the stench of alcohol and sweat. “What?” she demanded. “Please tell me. How did it happen?”
 
   The fat man was not yet drunk enough to be careless with secrets; he kept his voice low, so that only she could hear him. “He mistook a giant for a windmill. Rode right past it, and it crushed him.”
 
   She recoiled in horror, but kept her wits about her. “No one must ever know,” she insisted, reaching out to grip his wrist tightly. “It would tarnish his reputation, and that is all that remains of him. We must never speak of his derangement.”
 
   Her grief threatened to overtake her. “Oh, Sancho… what are we going to do?”
 
   Squire Panza reared back and raised his mug; the others followed suit in a wordless salute.
 
   “Now we go home, Lady Antonia,” he replied. “I must inform Lady del Toboso what has happened. And then we will bury your uncle as a hero. As he deserves.”
 
   She nodded, and they left the tavern together. The hour was growing late; and there were many tales left to tell of Sir Alonzo Quixano, slayer of dragons, late champion of La Mancha.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

No Such Thing
 
   He sighed. That’s when she knew she was screwed.
 
   She could’ve handled condescension, she’d come prepared for that… but not guilt, like he felt responsible for letting her go so far astray. That sigh was a great big warning sign: this was going to be a lot harder than she thought.
 
   “We’ve discussed this,” he reminded her. “My course is on Myths and Monsters, yes, but we are focusing on the impulses behind the creation of these legends. This is not the appropriate venue to debate whether such legends are in any way true.”
 
   She’d heard all this before, from the other students who challenged her to her face and whispered about her when her back was turned. But this time she wouldn’t retreat, not when she was so close to the truth.
 
   “I understand, Professor,” she replied, reaching into her backpack for the first of several files she’d put together. “I didn’t expect my research to lead me in this direction either. But if you look at the evidence…”
 
   He shook his head without so much as a glance at her documents. “Your so-called ‘evidence’ is speculative at best, you know that. These… creatures, the folklore that surrounds them, they’re all just expressions of our own social and cultural anxieties, nothing more.”
 
   She pulled out more binders, arranging it all in front of him. All he had to do was look. “It can’t be as simple as that,” she argued. “The descriptions of their appearance and behavior are largely consistent across multiple cultures and historical periods! And if there are considerable deviations, we can probably attribute them to translation errors! That can’t be a coincidence!”
 
   “It’s not a coincidence at all, don’t you see?” He was almost pleading with her now. “These fears are basic to our nature. They’re universal.” He gently poked at the piles that had formed on his desk, inching the material back towards her. “On some primal level, we’re all afraid of the same things. That doesn’t mean our ancestors were describing actual physical entities. These… monsters never existed anywhere outside our collective imagination.”
 
   One of the illustrations came loose and slid into full view, and the professor’s nose crinkled in disgust. It was a contemporary drawing of the creature in question: its grotesque appearance, exaggerated to cartoonish proportions in older legends, had been toned down considerably over the past few decades. The image was now a popular symbol of rebellion and subversion. Objects of fear had become objects of interest, then of sympathy, and now, mortifyingly, of desire. Lurid novels about taboo interspecies affairs were instant bestsellers these days.
 
   “Professor…” she began, ready to start her assault anew.
 
   He cut her off before she could say anything more. “As a scholar, I can’t deny that this romanticized imagery is a valid subject for study – how better to understand ourselves than by exploring the Other? What you propose, though…” He fidgeted for a moment, as though he wanted to reach across his desk and take her hand, but knew it would be inappropriate. “You’re one of my best and brightest students. I simply can’t allow you to waste years of your life pursuing such a ridiculous hypothesis. You’d become a laughingstock. Your academic career would be ruined.”
 
   They sat in silence for a few seconds, and an idea occurred to him. “If you’d be willing to refocus your efforts on contemporary adaptations of the folklore, much of your existing material could be salvaged…”
 
   She stood abruptly, tipping her chair over and sweeping her papers into the crook of her arm.
 
   “No,” she growled, with a conviction that surprised him. “You’ll see. You’ll all see. I’ll prove that they’re real!” And with that, she stormed out of his office, leaving a trail of slime in her wake.
 
   The professor leaned back, let out another deep sigh, and rolled all six of his eyes.
 
   Humans, he thought. No such thing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Juno, Jeanne, Jane
 
   Juno stood at the edge of the lake, her body locked in position: legs braced, right arm aloft, right hand firmly wrapped around the shaft of her spear. She held herself in perfect stillness, eyes darting back and forth to catch any hint of movement.
 
   Few in her village dared to leave the safety of the walls after Apollo withdrew from the sky. But Juno of the fire-red hair dared anything. From the moment of her birth, Elder Augur claimed that she would someday run across battlefields like the Great Flame of legend, scourging the land clean of all evil. Her life had thus far followed the course of this prophecy: by thirteen, she wielded a sword like it was part of her arm; by sixteen, she’d beaten half the men of the village in single combat; by nineteen, she’d beaten the other half.
 
   All those years of training would culminate tonight, in this last trial. She had to catch her own food, and survive a night in the wilds without the safety and comfort of home. This would prove her self-sufficiency, and all would recognize her as a true warrior and a champion of Mars.
 
   Hunting was not a skill that came as easily to Juno as combat. The task demanded a measure of patience and stillness that had never been in her nature. But as the lake pulsed against her ankles, Juno knew she was exactly where she was meant to be. After all, it was not Mars she truly revered above all other gods, but rather solitary Diana of the Hunt, to whom she now prayed for victory. And once she demonstrated that she could provide for herself and Castor, Elder Augur would have no choice but to marry them.
 
   Castor. A year ago, thinking of him would have sent a tremor through her body, but she could imagine him now without betraying her presence to her prey. There were so many reasons to love him – his kindness, his beauty, his gentle nature – but the greatest was simply that he was proud of her. He didn’t care that she stood a head taller than him, that she could lift him clear off the ground. Other men might growl with envy, but Castor loved her all the more for her strength. He was a gift, and he was hers.
 
   A shadow flickered. She thrust the spear downward, and the sharp edge pierced the lake’s surface, sending ripples across the water. Juno let out a grunt of satisfaction as she hoisted her catch up into the air; it was easily as thick as her thigh. She and her beloved would eat well tonight.
 
   With her catch bundled up and slung over her broad shoulder, Juno began making her way home. Her success was surely a sign of Diana’s approval, and all her thoughts were of the home she would build with the man she loved.
 
   It wasn’t until she crested the hill overlooking the village that Juno realized there were no sentries along the path. In fact, the night was unnaturally silent. Her mind urged caution, but instead she broke into a sprint, leaving her prize in the dirt.
 
   Bodies were scattered around a nearby breach in the village’s palisade. Even at a distance, she knew the fallen: her own people, some of whom she’d spoken to only a few short hours ago.
 
   As she approached the ruptured wall, Juno spotted a figure she did not recognize, a massive form thick with muscles and shot through with far too many arrows. It took some effort for her to roll him onto his back, and when she did, she immediately recoiled. The man’s bare chest bore two identical scars, side by side, deliberately designed to resemble a pair of red eyes.
 
   The mark of the Sibyl.
 
   Terror surged within her. This marauder belonged to the Mad Seer of Dis. Juno dashed into the village square, spear held at the ready, but only the wounded and the dead were there to greet her. It had been a raid, then, and the raiders were long gone with whatever prize they’d taken.
 
   Elder Augur was waiting outside her hut. He leaned heavily on his staff, pain and exhaustion deeply etched into every line of his face. But when he saw Juno, he could not meet her gaze, and she froze, unable to deceive her own senses.
 
   They had taken Castor.
 
   This was not the first time the village had suffered at the hands of those drooling, howling barbarians. They came down from the north every few years, stealing food and able-bodied men. A tribute, they called it, as though the Sibyl were a goddess herself.
 
   The old man tried to explain, stammering and sweating, but Juno had no need of his words. She knew Castor had given himself up so that others might be spared. She pictured him with his head held high, surrendering while his friends and neighbors huddled in the shadows and wept.
 
   They had allowed Castor to be carried off. Juno could hear nothing but the pounding of her heart, and the warrior’s rage threatened to overtake her in a display that would astound the Furies themselves.
 
   High above, the clouds parted momentarily, allowing a sliver of Diana’s light to shine into Juno’s eyes. In that moment, her anger subsided, and she saw her path clearly. She would gather what food and water she could, and journey north for three days and three nights. There she would find the black and barren island of Dis, where the Sibyl made her home. Juno would rescue Castor, punish his abductors, and take the Mad Seer’s head.
 
   And after bringing her love home, she would decide what to do with Elder Augur and the other miserable cowards of this village.
 
   The wind howled as she left the village, low and mournful at first. But it gradually gained in pitch and volume, until it was almost
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   a scream.
 
   “MOM! Dylan stole my sneakers!”
 
   “DID NOT!”
 
   “DID TOO!”
 
   With a frustrated sigh, Jeanne Smith shoved her typewriter away. “The conspiracy strikes again,” she mumbled.
 
   Of course, she didn’t really believe that her family was secretly plotting against her, but they couldn’t be doing a better job of sabotaging her. Every time she tried to find a quiet space to write, Dylan would steal his brother’s sneakers, or Peter would run headlong into a wall, or Perry would go into a hormonal tantrum and start slamming doors all over the house, or Zach would ask her how long the microwave needed to cook chicken. Jeanne had pleaded with them, chastised them, even considered dipping into her savings and soundproofing her bedroom. But in the end, her family’s needs always came first.
 
   It wasn’t their fault, not really. They weren’t being malicious. They just didn’t understand this compulsion of hers, how she struggled with it. For all that Jeanne loved to write, the actual process of writing had never been smooth or easy for her: she never had the right words, the right ideas. She could never say what she meant to say.
 
   In her moments of doubt (which were becoming more frequent as she hit her mid-forties), Jeanne wondered if part of her liked it this way. Her kids needed her. Her husband needed her. It was the perfect excuse.
 
   Dylan and Peter were still going at it downstairs. “Perry!” she shouted, brushing her chestnut hair back behind her ears. She could usually count on her oldest son to break up his siblings when they started squabbling, but Perry had finally reached that age where he only responded to direct visual contact.
 
   She walked to his room, and had her hand on the doorknob before hesitating. This was new to her, something she had to keep reminding herself: teenage boys, privacy, embarrassment. Holding her breath and hoping today wasn’t the day she’d scar them both for life, Jeanne knocked twice and opened the door.
 
   There was no sign of Perry. His room was a complete mess, though, and Jeanne shrugged as she started tidying up – what else could she do?
 
   As she circled the bed to tuck the sheets back in, she spotted one of her son’s black T-shirts lying on the floor. Some of his tiny model ships were scattered nearby, and four of them had landed on the fabric rather than the floor.
 
   Something about that accidental arrangement made Jeanne pause. She couldn’t look away, couldn’t hear the kids’ voices anymore. The image, the idea, was so clear to her: four ships sailing in an endless black ocean, the most infinite expanse mankind had ever known. Where were they going? What would they find when they got there?
 
   She sprinted back to her bedroom and pounced on the typewriter. Yes, yes¸ this was it, the words were bubbling up inside her, the right words for the first time in her life, she could see the shape of the story, and it looked
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   like the ugliest warship she’d ever seen.
 
   Fleet Admiral Jane Blackwell glared at the tactical display. The standard Denebite battlecruiser was a shapeless lump, a dozen weapon systems welded together and catapulted into space, but the lack of design elegance didn’t diminish the threat they presented.
 
   She reviewed the data again, but nothing had changed: the eight alien vessels were still holding position on the outskirts of Alpha Leonis, 200 million kilometers from the human colony on Regulus. The system’s defense force had intercepted the invaders, but four antiquated frigates wouldn’t make much difference if the Denebites meant to invade.
 
   The SCS Columbia would be delivering Jane to that stand-off in six minutes. She’d instructed the helmsman to slingshot around the nearest star before jumping to FTL; the Columbia would appear to instantly pop into formation with the colony ships. An old trick, but one that might ruffle some feathers, throw the enemy off-balance.
 
   It wouldn’t be enough, though. Even a top-of-the-line dreadnought like the Columbia couldn’t fend off such a large force on its own. The Kennedy, the Endeavour and the Kyushu were inbound, but they wouldn’t arrive in time to make a difference.
 
   They should have been ready for this. At nearly eighty light years from Earth, Alpha Leonis was the furthest extension of the Sol Commonwealth’s power into neutral space. Humanity had blindly stuck its hand out, begging to get bitten, and Deneb was all too happy to oblige. Now Jane had to clean up the mess before everything spiraled out of control.
 
   She tugged on the hem of her uniform jacket to straighten it, and left the war room. Her predecessor, Ndulu Adeyemi, would have handled this situation differently. He was a colossus, awe-inspiring and larger than life, but a man of peace through and through. Jane, on the other hand, was a scrapper. Within a day of assuming her first command, she broke up an Ainalhaian pirate raid on Procyon, chasing the bandits all the way back to their asteroid base and smashing their entire operation. Her eventual promotion to flag officer was no surprise, but even Jane was floored when Fleet Admiral Adeyemi chose her to succeed him upon his retirement. She was a battle commander, not a diplomat.
 
   Hopefully, her particular talents wouldn’t be needed today.
 
   “Admiral on deck,” an ensign announced as she stepped onto the bridge of the Columbia. The officers saluted her and resumed their work, completing whatever last-minute preparations were needed.
 
   “Status report,” Jane ordered.
 
   Her first officer vacated the center chair, an implicit transfer of command to her. “We’ll be dropping out of FTL in two minutes,” he announced. “All stations have reported in: we’re ready for a fight if it comes down to it.”
 
   The admiral nodded. “Let’s hope it doesn’t,” she said, though the look on her XO’s face told her he was as skeptical of that as she was.
 
   Eight Denebite battlecruisers against a single Sol dreadnought. One way or another, this would be a day for the history books.
 
   “Jump complete,” the helmsman reported.
 
   The main viewscreen switched on, and there they were, hanging in the dark like tumors. The four frigates from Regulus were painfully small in comparison.
 
   Jane walked over to the command chair and sat down, back straight, legs crossed tightly, hands flat on the armrests. “Hail the lead ship.”
 
   “Aye, ma’am.”
 
   “Attention, Denebite vessels,” she began, putting as much steel in her tone as she could manage. “This is Fleet Admiral Jane Blackwell of the SCS Columbia. You are in violation of Sol Commonwealth territory. Stand down immediately.”
 
   A few moments passed in silence. Then the image of the eight battlecruisers was replaced by one just as repulsive: a Denebite, presumably the commander of the task force. Jane found it oddly appropriate that they were as ugly as their ships, hermaphroditic decapods with enormous compound eyes, mud-brown carapaces and a mouthful of needle-sharp fangs. They looked like some absurd hybrid of crab, piranha and spider, and had the temperament to match.
 
   The commander twisted xyr features into what Jane assumed was a menacing leer. “Wr clrm Rrlphr Lrnis,” xe growled, xyr biology preventing the proper formation of human words. “Rn thr nrm rrf Drnrb Prrm.”
 
   Jane’s eyes quickly darted to the alien’s left antenna, noting the number of rings at its base – the equivalent of an epaulet.
 
   “The Commonwealth does not recognize your claim, First Mrr’trk,” she replied. “Nor does anyone else in this sector, for that matter.”
 
   The First Mrr’trk leaned in so that xyr face filled the entire screen. “Yr hrv rrn hrr tr lrv thrs srstrm. Thrn wr crm fr yr.”
 
   The transmission was cut off, and she watched the battlecruisers slowly move into a standard attack formation.
 
   Jane’s brow furrowed in thought. One hour? They had to be aware of their superior numbers; why were they willing to wait?
 
   “How long until our reinforcements arrive?” she asked.
 
   The reply came immediately: “Ninety-eight minutes, ma’am.”
 
   Far too late. Jane could easily see how this battle would go: the Denebites would focus their fire on the Columbia, with an eye towards disabling their engines. Then, depending on how nasty they were feeling today, they’d either leave the dreadnought dead in space and advance on the colony, or stick around for a while and pick the ship apart.
 
   She headed over to Tactical. The lieutenant stationed there was young but alert, his fingers flying over the console with expert precision.
 
   “How’s your aim, Lieutenant?”
 
   He understood what she was really asking – the Denebites would detect any automatic weapons lock – and he nodded curtly. “Top marks in manual targeting, ma’am. You point, I’ll shoot.”
 
   “Target the leader,” she ordered. “If I give the order to fire, I want you to hammer it with everything we’ve got.” Taking the enemy flagship down with them might slow the Denebite advance long enough for the other Commonwealth ships to catch up.
 
   The ensign at Communications suddenly turned to her. “Admiral, we’re receiving a coded transmission from an unknown source. It’s addressed to you, personally.”
 
   Jane’s heart skipped a beat. It couldn’t be…
 
   “Direct it to my office,” she instructed, and turned to the XO while indicating the alien ships with a nod of her head. “Keep an eye on them.”
 
   The admiral’s office was adjacent to the bridge, but the room was sealed to prevent secure transmissions from being overheard. As soon as the wall-mounted screen switched on, Jane felt herself relax just a bit. There he was: Richard Lennox, fair-haired and fresh-faced and smiling at her.
 
   “Good morning, Admiral Blackwell,” he greeted her. “You’re looking lovely today. Have I caught you at a bad time?”
 
   She cleared her throat, determined not to show any sign of genuine affection. He’d find that all too amusing. “Rick. I heard you were KIA.”
 
   His smile became a teasing smirk. “As it turns out, the Ursani aren’t familiar with the concept of playing dead. I didn’t even have to try very hard.”
 
   “They were probably glad to be rid of you,” she joked weakly. “Why look a gift horse in the mouth?”
 
   It was surreal, going through their usual flirtatious banter when she was about to enter a hopeless battle. But then, that strangeness defined their “relationship”, for lack of a better word – the admiral and the spy, always circling each other and never quite managing to be in the same place at the same time.
 
   “I heard the most interesting bit of trivia this morning,” Rick began, his tone conversational. “It seems Deneb Prime has been going through a rather substantial economic downturn over the past few years. They’ve done a superb job of hiding it, but… well, people talk, don’t they?”
 
   She frowned. “We’re about to go to war with them, Rick, I don’t…”
 
   “It’s a paper tiger.”
 
   The words were like ice water splashing against her face. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Those eight battlecruisers at Alpha Leonis represent the entirety of the Denebite navy. They’ve had to mothball most of their armada to pay off their debts to the Algolians.” The smirk dropped, just enough to convey the gravity of what he was telling her. “As ruses go, this one’s rather impressive, don’t you think? High risk, and high reward if they can scare you off Regulus without a fight.”
 
   Knowing Rick as long as she had, Jane should have been used to that feeling of having the deck pulled out from under her feet. But he never failed to surprise her.
 
   “They’re bluffing? You’re sure?” she demanded.
 
   He chuckled. “Why, Admiral, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you were casting aspersions on my professionalism.” An icon appeared in the corner of the screen, representing an attached data packet. “Deneb Prime managed to wrangle concessions from the Ursani using the same trick last year. These are the relevant records.”
 
   There was a noise off-screen, and Rick winked at her. “My apologies, Admiral, I’m late for an appointment. Good luck out there.”
 
   As he raised a hand to terminate the transmission, Jane took an involuntary step forward. “Rick? I’m glad you’re alive.”
 
   He paused, and there it was, that flash of real emotion beneath the empty words. “As am I, Jane.”
 
   The screen went dark, and Jane let out a deep breath. She knew Rick’s information was solid, he would have verified it a dozen times before contacting her. And it certainly explained why the Denebites were being so generous with their deadline – why risk damaging the only ships they had left if they could fool the colonists into evacuating?
 
   The problem, though, was that she couldn’t openly expose them. With nothing to lose, they’d attack anyway. There was only one way out of this: if they were bluffing, she had to bluff them right back. She needed something
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   so spectacular that it might bring tears to her eyes.
 
   “Yes,” Jeanne whispered, her fingers flying over the typewriter’s keys so swiftly that they were practically a blur. It was as if she could see Jane Blackwell, right there on the bridge of the Columbia: every detail of her uniform, every console and blinking light around her. At that moment, it felt more real to Jeanne than her own life.
 
   A door slammed downstairs. “MOOOOOM!”
 
   Zach’s voice followed. “JEANNIE? JEANNIE, ARE YOU UP THERE?”
 
   It was all Jeanne could do to keep from wailing. Their voices were like blades, cutting through her thoughts. Another door slammed; Perry was home. Dylan and Peter were still shouting at each other. Zach was calling for her.
 
   The conspiracy, she thought, and there was no amusement this time. Already Jane was flickering and fading, drowned out by the high-pitched whining coming from downstairs.
 
   She couldn’t walk away from the story she’d waited her whole life to write. It would burst like a soap bubble, and somehow she knew she’d never get back this sense of clarity, of ease and simplicity. If she let this go, if she went back to folding laundry and cooking meals and arbitrating her children’s grievances, she would never put another word down again. That need to write would go unfulfilled for the rest of her life.
 
   The thought horrified her. And right then, she hated her family: hated her husband for his uselessness, hated her children for being so ungrateful and demanding, hated herself for the anger she knew she shouldn’t feel, for the guilt that inevitably followed.
 
   She looked at the framed photo next to the typewriter, the one she’d set aside all those years ago when she still believed she’d use it for her first book jacket. The woman in the picture didn’t look anything like her: Perry hadn’t been born yet, and she was wearing a tight red dress that showed off her curves. (She gave the dress to goodwill after Dylan, knowing it would never fit again.) A three-leaf clover was tucked behind her right ear, and her hair was brushed over her left shoulder, so much longer and fuller than it was now.
 
   The camera had caught her looking up at the sky with a faint but knowing smile, as though she’d figured out some great and wonderful secret. Jeanne couldn’t remember what made her smile like that. She could barely recall taking the picture, much less being that person who looked so beautiful, so secure.
 
   “JEANNE!”
 
   “MOM!”
 
   She would go downstairs and see the boys ferociously playing tug-of-war with a single sneaker; she’d see Zach smiling and asking her what they’d be having for dinner; she’d hear Perry grousing and making a racket just to announce his presence. Jane Blackwell would be sent to some dark void with the rest of Jeanne’s incomplete creations, forgotten forever.
 
   It was that thought – the proud admiral reduced to a shade, shoved in a box with all the other heroes whose stories Jeanne had never told – that finally broke her paralysis. She grabbed her chair and dragged it across the room, wedging it under the doorknob.
 
   The noise, though. She had to do something about the noise. Caught between blind panic and a strange euphoria, Jeanne ran to the adjacent bathroom and opened the cupboards, emptying the contents onto the floor. A pair of headphones clattered against her feet; Zach’s, he used them when transcribing testimonies recorded at his office. She slid them over her ears, and the voices faded until they were dim, unintelligible noises.
 
   Better. That was so much better. She took the typewriter from her desk, carrying it back to the bathroom and sitting down on the floor with it. She could only imagine Zach’s reaction if he saw her like this, cross-legged and hunched over, but in her mind her husband was faceless, fifteen years of familiarity washed away.
 
   Her fingers hovered above the keys as she waited to be transported back to the Columbia, to make Jane real again.
 
   There was a loud thump. Someone was knocking on the bedroom door.
 
   Almost against her will, Jeanne raised her head, and something nearby caught her eye. It was a small bottle of nail polish remover. Even from this distance, she could see the red letters on the front, spelling out CAUTION: FLAMMABLE.
 
   Jeanne studied the bottle for a long moment. She turned to the typewriter, then to the bedroom door where the knob was twisting back and forth. They were trying to get in. If they did, they’d take her away from this, and it would break her, it would destroy her. They were knocking and shouting and the doorknob rattled and it was
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   enough to drive her mad.
 
   Juno knew little of Dis beyond the teachings of Elder Augur: it was said that a broken tower stood for every king who ever abused his people, every ruler whose works were undone by pride and cruelty. It was a forbidden place, where madmen and outcasts wandered in the dark.
 
   And the Sybil was the worst of them, wicked and insane. Her followers believed she was touched by the Moirai, that she knew the gods’ true design for mankind.
 
   Juno had little patience for superstition. The Sibyl was no different than any other petty tyrant; had she truly been able to see the future, she would have known better than to provoke Juno’s wrath by taking Castor.
 
   As the huntress continued north, she portioned her supplies cautiously, aware that her beloved would need food and water for the return trip. She suspected she would find neither livestock nor crops on Dis, and the waters around the island were almost certainly black with poison – why else would the raiders come so frequently, so desperately?
 
   The landscape gradually changed around her: green became brown, birdsong died out, and Apollo’s light grew weak and frail, unable to warm her even in midday. But she would not stop to rest; every hour she wasted was an hour Castor spent in Dis, and in her waking nightmares she saw her love gone mad, giggling and slobbering and baying at the moon like a rabid wolf.
 
   So she walked until the earth gave way to cold black stone, and on the third night she saw it at last: the Island of Dis, an array of twisted spires that resembled a scrap pile dropped from Olympus itself. A rotting, porous bridge stretched over the black waters, connecting the shore where Juno stood to the heart of the isle itself. She stepped onto the bridge, and glanced behind her – the ground was too firm, leaving no trail of footsteps where she passed. She would have to commit her path to memory, or risk being lost as well.
 
   The bridge was strewn with human bones, some contained within chariots made of broken steel and glass. Skeletal hands reached out towards her, but this was only a trick of the shadows; the dead had lain here for so long that the slightest touch would reduce them to dust. She had nothing to fear from them.
 
   For all her bravado, though, Juno still felt uneasy as she stepped off the far side of the bridge. She was now standing on the cursed earth of Dis itself, the first in generations who had come willingly.
 
   Though little more than decaying ruins, the island’s towers were still tall enough to blot out the sky. The stillness was oppressive, weighing down on Juno like a physical force. The paths before her split over and over, each vanishing into near-absolute darkness. Even her night-trained eyes could perceive little of her surroundings.
 
   As she passed another tower, a pair of tall lanterns suddenly ignited, shining a pale yellow light upon one of the roads. As Juno watched, another pair lit up further down the same path, and another pair after that. The light was a weak mockery of Apollo’s glory, but it beckoned her forward. The lanterns flickered as she passed them; from time to time, one would flare and go dark with a loud pop, as though it had burst from within.
 
   She held her spear at the ready – was this the work of her goddess, leading her towards her prey? Or a trap set by the Sibyl’s men? Either way, she would not be caught off-guard.
 
   And then the Sybil screamed at her.
 
   With reflexes that would have made Hercules himself envious, Juno rolled forward, sweeping her spear out in a wide arc around her. The move had one purpose: to wound or kill multiple attackers. But the edge of her spear caught neither flesh nor blood. She was as alone as she’d been moments before; it was the voice of the Mad Seer – high-pitched, scratchy, incoherent – that echoed around her, coming from
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   everywhere at once, and Jeanne didn’t know where to look first.
 
   The studio audience was chanting and cheering, and so many cameras were going off that she was almost blinded. By now, though, she was used to the clamor; she smiled and waved, eliciting another round of applause.
 
   She was completely aware of her surroundings, of the eyes watching her, and of the world-famous talk show host – a woman Jeanne had only ever dreamed of meeting – sitting across from her. The contrast was intentional: the host with her perfect poise, radiant smile and coiffed hair, and Jeanne the humble housewife who had made good.
 
   Once the noise died down, the host looked directly into the camera in front of her. “We’re here today with Jeanne Smith, author of the popular Jane Blackwell novels. Her latest book, The Procyon Gambit, will be out in stores later this week, and we also have the upcoming film adaptation of Sol Survivors to look forward to.” She shifted ever so slightly to face her guest. “Jeanne, the anticipation for The Procyon Gambit has been building for months, there’s been so much discussion online. Have you seen that excitement firsthand?”
 
   Jeanne nodded. “I stumbled onto that online video a few weeks ago, the one with the little girl arguing about The Heart of Deneb with her grandfather… that was such a surreal moment for me, seeing total strangers talk about my writing so passionately.”
 
   The other woman reached over and touched Jeanne’s wrist, a sign of familiarity that wasn’t nearly as genuine as it purported to be. “You know how much I love the character, but I have to say I was very surprised at the way the last book ended. Can you tell us a little bit about how that came about?”
 
   It was a question Jeanne had anticipated, and her response was carefully prepared. Turning to the audience, she started with a bit of self-deprecating humor: “Okay, so I’m awful at summarizing, bear with me!” The audience laughed right on cue. “At the end of Algol Rising, Jane has prevented a violent revolt on Gamma Persei. She learns, after the fact, that Rick had sacrificed himself to weaken the Algolian rebels. He carried out a suicide mission before the Columbia arrived in the system, and he never told her.” The studio had fallen completely silent, and Jeanne knew most of them were reliving that moment, the shock they’d felt.
 
   The host shifted in her chair again. “One question many readers have asked was why you chose not to ‘show’ Rick’s death, so to speak. Did you want to leave open the possibility that he might come back?”
 
   “Oh, not at all. That’s why the book ends with Ndulu – that’s Admiral Adeyemi, Jane’s mentor – waiting for her when she comes home. She wouldn’t have believed it from anyone else.” Even now, Jeanne could recall the force with which the book’s last words had come to her: Jane. He has gone.
 
   The host gave a dramatic sigh that seemed, to Jeanne, a bit over the top. “Rick was such a popular character. Was it difficult to kill him off?” The wording of that particular question threw Jeanne, and she instantly realized it was deliberate: the other woman was probing for something deeper, digging at the obvious parallels.
 
   What she wanted to say in response was fuck you for making me talk about this again, but instead she looked down at her hands. “Well… most of you know that I suffered a personal tragedy a year before my first book was published. My… uh, my house burned down, and… my family…” The large screen behind her promptly lit up, but Jeanne refused to turn towards it, knowing that Zach and the boys would be there, with their frozen smiles and bright eyes. She took a deep, shuddering breath that should have been a performance, for the camera’s benefit, but the memories were bubbling up: the smell of smoke, the heat of the flames, the screams.
 
   After a long moment of respectful silence, Jeanne continued: “When I created Rick, it was because I wanted to give Jane the happy ending I would never have. You know, I didn’t even realize this for the longest time, but Rick was a lot like my husband Zach, in so many ways.” She wanted to wring her hands, pull on a stray lock of hair, give in to any number of nervous impulses, but she kept her composure. Some of the people seated in the first row were dabbing at their eyes.
 
   “It took me a very long time to accept that they were gone,” she said, speaking directly to the audience, “I still can’t go a day without thinking about them… but I’m surviving. I think that’s what Jane needed too, to be strong enough to endure the loss and still be the person everyone needs her to be.”
 
   The host was visibly holding back tears; Jeanne couldn’t tell if it was just for show. For a moment, she wondered why she’d ever wanted to be here, stuck in this insincere pantomime of sorrow and empathy. Was it worth it? Had it all been worth it?
 
   She could jump out of her chair right now and tell them all the truth. Wouldn’t that be something? She could tell them exactly what she’d sacrificed to get here, what that first book had really cost her. That would be something to watch, their reactions to a real-life twist
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   they would never see coming.
 
   “Yrr trm rs rrp,” the Denebite announced. There was no mistaking the smug superiority in xyr tone.
 
   Jane had positioned herself in the exact center of the bridge, her hands clasped behind her back so the alien could clearly see her rank insignia. Everything now hinged on her ability to project authority and certainty; fortunately, as her officers had learned on more than one occasion, she had one hell of a poker face.
 
   “Tell me something, First Mrr’trk. We’ve been facing off for an hour now, and the Commonwealth hasn’t responded. Why do you think that is?” She knew exactly why – the Kennedy and her sister ships were still twenty minutes away – but that particular fact didn’t matter now. If her plan worked, those reinforcements wouldn’t be needed.
 
   The First Mrr’trk was clearly confused by her question. Then xe let out a squealing chirp, the Denebite equivalent of a sneer. “Hrmrns rr frls. Yr crnt drfrnd yr rrn crlrnrs!”
 
   Here we go, she thought. “I hope, for your sake, the same isn’t true of your people. I’ve just ordered the Fourth Fleet to Deneb Prime.”
 
   The Denebite commander went completely still. Jane wished their eyes were more humanlike, if only so she could see them widen in utter shock.
 
   “Your presence here is a declaration of war,” she continued, not giving the alien time to process what she was saying. “As a flag officer of the Commonwealth Fleet, it is my prerogative to respond in kind.” She took a step forward so her face would fill the Denebite’s screen – the same tactic xe had tried to use on her before.
 
   “You might win this fight,” Jane admitted. “You might even get past us without taking too many losses. But if you set foot on Regulus, you’d better be prepared to stay there, because you won’t have a coreworld to return to. Leave our space, now. Blackwell out.”
 
   The screen switched off, and Jane exhaled. She’d just thrown out the biggest lie she’d ever told – there were no Commonwealth ships anywhere near Denebite space, let alone an entire fleet. She certainly had the rank to put together a retaliatory strike force, but the Denebites would have more than enough time to conquer Regulus and make it back to their home system in time to defend it.
 
   If Rick’s intel was accurate, though, Deneb Prime had no way of verifying her threat. They’d scrapped every listening post within a light year of their borders in an effort to stave off a total collapse of their economy. Even this desperate measure had only delayed the inevitable, hence the desperate grab for territory and resources by any means necessary.
 
   Jane surveyed the bridge, the crew under her command, the best and brightest officers she’d ever known. She was gambling with their lives, a decision made all the more difficult because she knew they would lay down their lives for her if she asked. She had ordered men to their deaths many times during her military career… but never like this, with only a single report to guide her.
 
   Did she trust this information more because it came from Rick? Was their relationship, such as it was, affecting her judgment? Was she willing to risk her crew, her ship, and an entire colony for that?
 
   No. She trusted Rick Lennox because he was one of the best damned spies in the galaxy. His service to Earth spoke for itself, and whatever her feelings for him, the fact was that he had never failed her or the Commonwealth. She didn’t believe he’d break that streak today.
 
   Jane returned to the command chair. “Comms?” she prompted.
 
   The ensign replied immediately. “Lots of encrypted chatter between the flagship and the other enemy vessels. I can try to intercept…”
 
   She shook her head. “No. They’d detect that – let them think we don’t care what they’re saying. Tactical?”
 
   “Defense grid is fully charged, all weapons primed and targeted. We’re ready, Admiral.”
 
   They waited together, counting the seconds in silence. Jane noticed the helmsman wiping sweat from his eyes with nervous fingers, and she reached out to place a hand on his shoulder.
 
   Her touch jolted him like a live wire. “Steady, ensign,” she said, squeezing once to reassure him.
 
   He nodded, eyes fixed on his console. When he spoke, she heard renewed conviction in his voice. “Aye, Admiral.”
 
   Just as Jane turned away, she saw her first officer take in a sharp breath, and whirled back to the viewscreen. The Denebite formation was breaking apart, the battlecruisers rotating their hulls away from Regulus.
 
   They were running.
 
   The bridge erupted with cheers that bordered on the hysterical, and if Jane hadn’t been the commanding officer, she’d have joined in. The Denebites powered up their FTL drives, ready to sail back home through
 
   ***
 
   the darkness, where the Sybil stood upon a raised dais, ranting in a language Juno didn’t recognize.
 
   The huntress had reached the heart of the Mad Seer’s dwelling – a cavernous hall, where the walls amplified that horrific voice and carry it across great distances. A handful of lit torches were scattered around, creating small pockets of illumination bordered by deep pools of shadow.
 
   Juno’s spear was gone, sunken deep into the two men she’d gutted outside. She held one of the marauder’s swords instead, a jagged length of steel designed for slow, agonizing deaths. Blood stained Juno’s face and chest, though most of it belonged to the guards who had tried to stop her. Now only the Sibyl remained.
 
   The old crone seemed completely unaware of Juno’s presence. She stared ahead with milk-white eyes, her hands rising and falling in an erratic rhythm, her stooped frame barely covered by a handful of tattered rags. This was no queen, no goddess. The dread mistress of Dis could barely stand upright.
 
   Juno’s gaze swept over the room, seeking traps or hidden enemies, but her surroundings were more confusing than threatening. The walls had been decorated with busts and banners and parchments all featuring the same woman, and while minor details changed from one impression to the next, some remained consistent: she was older than Juno, albeit not by much, with black hair and a strong jawline. At a glance, she resembled Elder Augur’s descriptions of Minerva, goddess of war and wisdom, yet there was some quality to this woman that spoke of humanity, not divinity. Was this a younger version of the Sybil herself? No, the madwoman’s nose was too sharp, her eyes too close together.
 
   The huntress took a step closer to the dais. For all the Sybil’s supposed knowledge of the future, she remained blissfully ignorant that her own demise was coming fast.
 
   And then, underneath the strange speech, Juno heard a new sound: her own name, softly spoken. She followed the voice to its source, behind the dais and slightly to the left.
 
   It was Castor. Her beloved was slumped against a nearby wall, barely conscious. His clothes had been torn and hastily rearranged, and even from a distance Juno could tell that he had been beaten. When he looked at her, there was shame in his eyes. It was then she noticed the bite marks on his naked thighs, the angry red welts across his chest, and she understood what had been done to him.
 
   The world turned red again, as it had when she confronted Elder Augur. The Mad Seer’s babble was lost to the roar of Juno’s own blood in her ears. And something else, a sound that came from far away: a single, murderous howl.
 
   Was it Juno who was screaming? Surely not – that was not Diana’s way, the way of stealth and silence and patience. But here was Elder Augur’s prophecy fulfilled at last; no longer a huntress but a warrior, an avatar of Mars himself in all his terrible glory. Juno moved with the precision of a veteran soldier, a hardened killer: she ran towards the dais, spun in a tight circle, and buried her stolen blade in the Sibyl’s skull, cleaving it nearly in half.
 
   The red fog receded, yet her wrath persisted. She would hack the old bitch’s corpse to pieces, that she might never find peace in Pluto’s realm. She would burn this hall to the ground. She would break Dis itself and cast the entire island to the bottom of the sea.
 
   Fingers brushed against her arm, soft and tender. And again she heard her name, whispered into her ear, smothering the flame that threatened to consume her.
 
   Castor needed her.
 
   She turned and embraced him, taking care not to aggravate his wounds. His lips trembled when she kissed them, and she gently drew his arm around her neck so that she could help him stand.
 
   Wounded as he was, Castor was alive. For that, Juno would give thanks to every god in Olympus until her dying days.
 
   She began to lead him out of the bloodstained pit when something caught her eye. A silver sheet hung high above their heads, in such a way that it was only visible from where the Sibyl had stood. An image moved upon the sheet – a woman who strongly resembled the face that adorned the hall in so many variations. In the silence, Juno could hear another faint voice, speaking the same language as the Mad Seer. This spirit-form did not seem to be in the temple with them; she stood in a metal chamber surrounded by blinking lights, repeating the same movements and words again and again.
 
   Beneath the sheet was a small parchment, yellow with age, nailed to the wall and enshrined with golden trinkets. It was not the same woman: this one was smiling, her hair spilling down over her left shoulder. She had a green leaf tucked behind one ear.
 
   Castor groaned, and Juno focused entirely on him. These shadows were meaningless, mysteries from a forgotten age, before the gods sent the Great Flame to remake the world. They held no meaning for anyone but the Sibyl, and now she would rot here with them.
 
   Only her lover mattered, warm and alive against her, whispering her name with gratitude and relief.
 
   They left Dis together, crossing the bridge back to the mainland. And as Apollo’s light shone down upon them,
 
   ***
 
   and as the studio lights glared above her,
 
   ***
 
   and as the Denebite ships vanished in bursts of light,
 
   ***
 
   she knew that she had won.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

1970: Daisy
 
   The storm is following her.
 
   That’s impossible, of course. Daisy Starlight knows that. It’s just her guilty conscience making her think that… and yet even after crossing three state lines, there’s a downpour waiting for her every time she steps outside.
 
   She’s being punished. She knows it, she accepts it, she deserves it. But she doesn’t stop.
 
   Her clothes are drenched, and her hair is slipping into her eyes; she tucks the loose locks back under her tie-dye bandana, adjusts her backpack, and keeps walking, her sneakers making audible squishing noises all the while. At least it’s spring, and the rain is warm – she’d never have made it this far in wintertime.
 
   Daisy is aware that what she’s doing is wrong. She doesn’t shy away from the horrible knot in the pit of her stomach every time she stops to think. Her only solace is the knowledge that she has fled an even greater evil.
 
   When exhaustion catches up with her, she drifts off only to come back to that nightmare-memory, the one that drove her out of her home: her husband, Wolf Moon, the love of her life, standing before her in a three-piece business suit, his beautiful brown hair all chopped up and shaved away.
 
   “Enough, Daisy,” he’d said, and even his voice had changed: deeper, flatter, lacking the rich melody that had first drawn her to him. “It was fun, but we need to face reality now. We need money.”
 
   Fun. That was how Wolf (or Andrew, as he now called himself) referred to every belief Daisy held dear, every ideal she thought they’d shared: peace, love, living off the land, rejecting the capitalist way of life that was smothering this country. That’s all it was to him, fun.
 
   She couldn’t stay. Not even when Meadow and River burst into tears, clinging to Andrew’s legs as she packed what few material possessions actually mattered to her. He’d just stared at her with dead eyes, hands on his daughters’ heads. If you go out that door, he said, don’t you ever come back.
 
   He said it like it was a threat, an ultimatum. He would never understand. He’d sold his soul for a fancy apartment, needlessly-expensive suits, a 9-to-5 job. And he’d raise their girls the same way: to be worker bees, part of the system, to give up any chance of freedom and creativity and spirituality.
 
   She didn’t have the strength to fight him, to take the girls away. So she left. There were people out west who still believed in the dream; they would understand her. They would know that she had stared into the face of real evil that night, that kind that hides in plain sight and waits to corrupt anything pure and innocent.
 
   Daisy isn’t crying. It’s the small rivulets of water streaming from the bandana into her eyes. She has no tears left to shed for her family. They’re gone.
 
   She sticks her thumb out again, even though there hasn’t been a single car down this road since she started walking. She could go back to the bus station, at least until the storm lets up, but if she turns back she might not be able to stop. Maybe that’s how Wolf got lost, not knowing what he was doing until it was too late.
 
   Could she have saved him? He’d been so alive at Woodstock, so sure of the future; how could he have changed so completely within a year? What had she missed?
 
   The road curves upward, forming a small asphalt hill in the middle of nowhere. When she reaches the peak, Daisy sees a building on the horizon, barely visible through the heavy rain. Hope flutters in Daisy’s heart for the first time in a very long while – it’s big, like a school or a church. She could ask for help, or just a chance to get dry before continuing her journey. There’s good in this world, she knows that, she’s seen it so many times. People aren’t all like Andrew, not yet.
 
   Her anticipation dims as she approaches, getting a closer look at the distinctly uninviting shape of the place. The road curves around and leads her to tall iron gates, where a sign helpfully informs her that she has reached the Aisling Glen Psychiatric Hospital. The name doesn’t ring any bells, but she notes the aged strips of yellow police tape hanging limply from the bars, and the rusted padlock lying in pieces on the ground.
 
   Daisy purses her lips. Her clothes are sagging, heavy with rainwater; the weight threatens to pull her down into the mud. Or is it her guilt that hangs like a stone around her neck, anchoring her when all she wants is to fly free?
 
   There are no lights in any of the windows, no signs of life at all. She takes a hesitant step through the gate, then another, and in no time at all she’s standing before the front doors. They’re made of a dark, sturdy wood, but they’re wide open, inviting her inside.
 
   “Hello?” Daisy calls out, suddenly aware of how alone she is. She’s not naïve; she knows there are other kinds of evil out there, the types that prey on women when they’re alone in the dark. But the thought of going back out into the storm is unbearable at this point. All she wants is to be dry for a little while.
 
   The halls of Aisling Glen are dark and empty. She reaches into her backpack, digs through the damp clothes and undergarments until she finds the flashlight she’d tossed in, almost as an afterthought, while her daughters sobbed and Andrew roared curses at her.
 
   Her luck may finally be changing; the flashlight is completely dry, and works perfectly. She shines the beam around, noting the nearby reception area. The walls are blackened with soot and scorch marks, but she can make out a handful of painted words, general directions: straight ahead to Administration, west or east to patient wards.
 
   She heads left, passing through a long corridor with a glass roof. The rain sounds like a thousand tiny feet stamping at random, but it’s probably better than total silence. As she crosses the hall, she tries every door along the way: a maintenance closet, stripped bare; a locked office; a nurse’s station with nothing but loose telephone wires and empty drawers; and finally, the entrance to the West Ward itself.
 
   Inside, Daisy enters the first room she sees, and what she finds is surprisingly ordinary: plain grey walls, two beds, a high window that hangs open and lets in fresh air, and – most surprisingly – a light switch that actually works, igniting the bare bulb hanging from the middle of the ceiling.
 
   “Good enough,” she whispers to herself, shutting the door behind her. The beds are perfectly made, but Daisy strips the sheets, coughing as great clouds of dust bloom in the air. She places her backpack on the other bed and sifts through her belongings, sorting them out as best she can. Some of the clothes at the very bottom are only slightly wet, surely a sign of her good karma.
 
   She strips down, wringing her clothes out as best she can. Water streams down to the floor, forming a widening puddle. Slipping into an oversized robe, she walks over to the bare mattress and lets out a huge yawn. She’s never felt so exhausted, not even after Meadow’s difficult delivery. She barely has the energy to crawl onto the bed as opposed to just flopping down gracelessly.
 
   Daisy lies there, curled up on the surprisingly-comfortable mattress, and shuts her eyes against the weak light. And there he is again, waiting as if in ambush: the man she’d loved with all her heart. She remembers him as he was when they first met: bare-chested, bearded, sitting cross-legged in the park. His song had called to her like a bell, clear and full and harmonious. He’d had a heart painted on his navel. “From birth, we’re taught to love,” he’d said, “It’s the first and most important lesson we’ll ever learn.”
 
   And then she sees Andrew, glaring at her with disgust. He has an expensive watch on his left wrist, and in his eyes she sees nothing but greed and hunger for more and more and more, never stopping to appreciate what he has. Almost against her will, she starts imagining her girls, her perfect girls, with that same soulless expression…
 
   Daisy turns over, weakly pounding the mattress in frustration. She wants to sleep, but no matter how certain she is of her path, she can’t stop these thoughts. What she wishes for now, more than anything, is distraction.
 
   As she rearranges herself on the bed, her hand drifts down towards the floor and brushes against something. She jolts upright, and reaches between the mattress and the metal frame of the bed. There’s something there, and she tugs it loose: a file folder with the name HERNANDEZ written in clear block letters. There are more folders stashed under the mattress, WALLACE and CHASE and SATO.
 
   She lays them out on the bed before her. These look like patient records, and flipping through them is probably a terrible invasion of privacy… but by the looks of it, this hospital has been empty for decades. These people are long-gone. And it would at least give her something else to think about.
 
   As Daisy’s eyes settle on the HERNANDEZ file, she purses her lips. The pages are perfectly legible and clearly typed, but it’s not a doctor’s report at all: she can tell from the very first line that it’s some kind of story. Did the doctor write this? Did Hernandez, whoever he or she was? And why would fiction be included in the files of a psychiatric hospital?
 
   Are all the files like this? She considers putting Hernandez’s file down to check, but finds she can’t look away. There’s something about this story, knowing it might have been written by someone who was locked up in this place – someone who likely confronted more evil, on a regular basis, than Daisy ever would.
 
   So she leans closer, and reads on…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Lessons in Horseback Riding
 
   Falling off a horse hurts. Don’t let anyone tell you different.
 
   There I was, lying flat on my back for the fourth time in a row, gasping for breath and blinking what the hell is happening in Morse code. My brothers were howling with laughter.
 
   Propping myself up on my elbows, I glared at my nemesis; the mare, for her part, was utterly indifferent, as if she couldn’t even be bothered to have a reason for making me look like an idiot.
 
   My eldest brother shook his head, equally amused and disappointed, and he swung off his mount with a fluid grace I deeply envied. He reached down and pulled me to my feet.
 
   “I’m gonna kill that thing,” I swore. If the animal understood my threat, she didn’t seem at all concerned.
 
   “You know she’s not the problem,” my brother began, patting my back affectionately. “It’s your mindset.”
 
   I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. He could never pass up an opportunity to play the Wise Mentor, even though he was only a few years older than me. Then again, his horse never gave him any trouble; she took to him right from the start, like they were longtime friends. Maybe he really did know something I didn’t.
 
   “You’re used to dealing with people,” he explained, nodding towards the rebellious creature. “You’re treating her like someone who needs to be tricked or manipulated. It doesn’t work that way with animals. You’re afraid, and she knows it.”
 
   He led me over to her, took the reins and pressed them into my hands. “Grab these, dig your heels in, and don’t let her throw you.”
 
   I just stood there, jaw hanging open. It couldn’t possibly be that simple… could it?
 
   Squaring my shoulders, I threw myself at the mare – an undignified sight, to be certain, but I finally managed to hook a leg over her back and pull myself upright.
 
   She reared up with a jolt, but I gripped the reins as tightly as I could. My hands and forearms ached with the effort. She tried to throw me again, and again. My legs clamped around the beast’s midsection and I could feel her muscles straining ferociously. She wanted me gone, and she wasn’t being subtle about it anymore. I just barely avoided her attempt to ram the back of her head into my face.
 
   It went on and on, and there I was, clinging to her for dear life, knowing that if I fell off again I’d never hear the end of it…
 
   And then, just as suddenly, her hooves slammed into the ground with finality. She let out a single plaintive whinny, announcing her surrender, then immediately resumed her previous air of aloof disinterest. As far as she was concerned, my victory meant nothing at all.
 
   But it did. It meant everything. My brothers and I exchanged triumphant grins. I felt invincible.
 
   “Finally!” said Pestilence, slinging his bow over his shoulder. “I’ve been ready for centuries!”
 
   Death reached up to pat me on the back again. Then he returned to his own horse and leapt up into the air, landing perfectly onto his saddle.
 
   “Show-off,” Famine snorted. Then he looked to me. “Well? Is it time?”
 
   I drew my sword, raising it high above my head.
 
   Yes.
 
   Together, the four of us rode into the eastern sunrise. A new day – the last day – was dawning.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chrysalis
 
   I couldn’t remember seeing any moving vans or cardboard boxes – Mr. Emile Benoit was just there one day, all settled in the apartment above ours like he’d lived there for years.
 
   It didn’t take long for our other neighbors to notice. Mom and Mrs. Tseng were good friends; they had tea every Monday and Thursday morning, and sometimes I’d listen from my bedroom while they gossiped. They’d talk about how Mr. Hendricks was spending too much time with a girl young enough to be his daughter, and how Mr. Tseng was obsessed with his new bonsai tree, and how poor Mrs. Goldstein’s son had been by to collect the last of his mother’s things. I was lucky to avoid their attention: at thirteen, I didn’t have much to offer in terms of intrigue.
 
   About a week after Mr. Benoit moved in, I was eavesdropping again when there was a pause in their conversation. “Oh, it sounds awful when I put it into words, June,” Mom said with a sad sigh. “But he’s just so… unnerving.”
 
   Mrs. Tseng stirred her tea. “Every time I cross the street, I see him in the window. He just sits there all day, staring down with that dead white eye…” I could almost hear her melodramatic shudder. “Never says hello or good morning, and I don’t think I’ve seen him leave the house since he moved in!”
 
   They both sounded so anxious. Mom got nervous sometimes, especially ever Dad died, but this was different somehow.
 
   “And that chanting,” Mrs. Tseng added. The words sent a chill up my spine. “Did Roger tell you about that? He heard these awful noises coming from the man’s apartment, some foreign language, and other sounds too. So Roger went upstairs and knocked on Mr. Benoit’s door, and suddenly everything was quiet. When Mr. Benoit answered, Roger took a peek inside and there was no one else there.”
 
   Mom cleared her throat, an obvious attempt to cover the gasp she’d just let out. “Oh my,” she mumbled. “It must’ve been a recording – still, how inconsiderate to play that sort of thing in the middle of the night!”
 
   Mrs. Tseng agreed, and now that they’d made their mutual dislike of Mr. Benoit clear, the conversation turned back to Mr. Hendricks’ “lady friend”.
 
   I stayed up that night, straining to pick up any weird sounds coming from upstairs. There was nothing.
 
   After hearing how Mom and Mrs. Tseng talked about him, I wasn’t planning on ever meeting our new neighbor. So naturally, our paths crossed the very next day.
 
   The bus from school ended up leaving half an hour late, and I knew Mom would be worried. I was rushing to show her that I hadn’t fallen into a ditch or gotten mugged, so I didn’t notice Mr. Benoit shuffling into the main corridor until I ran right into him.
 
   He may have looked like a frail old man, but it felt like I’d bounced off concrete. Our new neighbor stared down at me, exactly as unnerving as the ladies had made him out to be: his dark skin was so wrinkled I couldn’t tell if he was frowning at me or not, and his hair and beard – mostly black, with some stray patches of grey – were scraggly and wild.
 
   “Uh…” I stammered, trying not to show how much he was creeping me out. “S-sorry, mister. My bad.” I should have stood up and brushed myself off, but his eyes pinned me to the floor: one clouded by cataracts, one bright blue.
 
   “Eskize’m,” he finally said, in a tone that belied the apologetic words. The old man reached down towards me, and I had this split-second desire to crawl away. Instead, I took his hand and let him help me up.
 
   “You’re… um… you’re French?” I guessed, hoping that casual conversation would make him appear more normal.
 
   Mr. Benoit slowly shook his head, his eyes never leaving mine. “I am from Grangwav,” he said.
 
   I felt that tingle again, like when Mom and Mrs. Tseng were talking about the chanting. I recognized the name from Geography class: Grand-Goâve used to be one of the oldest cities in Haiti until the 2010 earthquake, when it was completely destroyed.
 
   I tried to think of something to say, anything to keep the pointless dialogue going, but I knew that if I opened my mouth again my voice would crack, and he’d know how frightened I was. I didn’t want to give that information away. So we just stood there, staring at each other, until my front door opened and Mom called out.
 
   Just before she ushered me inside, I looked back and saw that the hallway was empty. Mr. Benoit had disappeared.
 
   ***
 
   Drums.
 
   My hands itched, but I couldn’t move them; something had bound my arms to my sides. Everything was blurry, like I was seeing through a veil or a plastic bag stretched across my face. It was nighttime, and there was a fire nearby, surrounded by flickering shadows.
 
   Beneath the constant drumbeat was the chanting, in a language I almost recognized. The shadows coalesced into six tall women, bare-breasted and masked, their dark skin painted with bright symbols. They turned and twisted in ways that looked more painful than pleasant, yet they kept in step with the rhythm. Something glinted in the firelight; I couldn’t tell if the bands around their wrists were bracelets or shackles.
 
   Sitting within arm’s reach of the flame was Benoit. But he was younger: not a wrinkle or a grey hair in sight, no beard, and both eyes shone like sapphires in the night. There was a handprint in the middle of his chest, made in blood that wasn’t his.
 
   The women danced, and Benoit chanted by the fire. The smoke and the heat bent around him, unwilling or unable to make contact. He just stared ahead, breathing deep, pearl-white teeth shining between lips that were pulled back into a confident smile.
 
   Something was building in the air here, a power that set me on edge. The chant suddenly stopped, and the women froze, arms askew, heads thrown back. The fire stretched upwards into an endless, static pillar.
 
   Benoit looked right at me. I still couldn’t move or speak, and when he opened his mouth, he screamed – a sound so high-pitched you’d think it came from a woman.
 
   Because it did come from a woman, it was my mother, my mother was screaming—
 
   ***
 
   I rolled out of bed, the sheets all twisted around my legs. Mom was still screaming, and I burst into the living room with my heart pounding in my ears, not sure what to expect.
 
   She was leaning against the doorjamb, pale and shaking, and just past her was a human leg, bent the wrong way. I took a step forward, and Mom noticed me, commanding that I return to my room immediately. But it was too late: as soon as she moved towards me, I saw everything.
 
   Mr. Hendricks’ friend, Brandi, was lying at the foot of the stairs that led up to the second floor. Her head was turned away from me, so I couldn’t see her face (and I was glad for that), but her body was all twisted up: one arm underneath her, the other folded back on itself the way double-jointed people could do. I don’t think Brandi was double-jointed, though, because there was a bit of white bone popping out of her skin.
 
   The Tsengs and Mrs. Hudson were standing around the body. Mrs. Tseng was yelling instructions at her husband, who had a phone pressed to one ear and was calmly speaking into it. Mrs. Hudson had a hand tightly clamped on her mouth, like she was trying not to throw up. For a moment, I thought she might faint, but her husband suddenly appeared behind her and kept her standing. Past them, Mr. Hendricks was on his knees, with tears spilling down his face. I’d never seen him so upset.
 
   There was no sign of our newest neighbor. He couldn’t have slept through the noise, especially when the ambulance showed up and Mr. Hendricks started crying and yelling, throwing himself on Brandi as they took her away… but Mr. Benoit never even stuck his head out the door to see what was happening.
 
   Later, Mom and Mrs. Tseng were in our kitchen, and I was pressed up against my bedroom door, listening in again.
 
   “I just don’t understand,” Mom whispered. I could smell the chamomile tea she was pouring.
 
   “Poor girl took a bad spill on the stairs. Could’ve happened to anyone.”
 
   “That’s just it, June: Frank lives on the ground floor. Why would she be going upstairs at four in the morning?”
 
   I don’t think Mrs. Tseng knew the answer to that, because she kept tapping her manicured fingernails on our kitchen table. “You don’t suppose…” she began, in a tone that suggested she very much supposed, “I mean, Burt wouldn’t… would he?”
 
   Even I knew what she was trying to say, but that really didn’t make any sense: Mr. Hudson’s wife was the meanest lady in the neighborhood, and everyone knew he was scared of her. He’d never go out with Brandi, and Mr. Hendricks was more handsome anyway.
 
   Mom laughed – it wasn’t a real laugh, just something she was doing to make everything feel normal again. “Oh, honestly, June!” Mrs. Tseng joined in, and that was the end of the discussion. After a few quiet moments, they started talking about other things (including, to my horror, Mrs. Tseng’s suggestion that I should meet her niece, a “very nice girl” about my age).
 
   By the time the ladies headed out to their pottery class, Brandi was forgotten. But the question bothered me all day: why had she been going upstairs while everyone was asleep? And how did she fall?
 
   The next afternoon, I stopped on my way home to take a long look at our building. From the outside, you couldn’t tell anything had changed, but there was this weird feeling in the air – not just that something bad had happened, but that it wasn’t over yet.
 
   “Tris anpil.”
 
   I let out an alarmed gasp and spun around. Mr. Benoit was standing right behind me, with his hands behind his back, head craned up towards the building. How did he keep sneaking up on me?
 
   “Losing one so young… trè difisil.” He looked down at me, and his good eye was as blank as the blind one: I didn’t know if he was gloating or angry or honest, or if he was waiting for me to say something about Brandi and Mr. Hendricks. I just couldn’t tell.
 
   So instead I asked: “Did you lose anyone in the earthquake?”
 
   It was a dumb question, mostly because I didn’t care about the answer – I just asked to get a reaction out of him, something that would register on his unreadable face. But he didn’t answer, just let out a deep breath and walked past me, into the building.
 
   I counted to thirty before heading home.
 
   ***
 
   The sky was still dark, but dawn was approaching rapidly. The veil across my eyes was thinner now, and I could make out more details: only glowing embers remained of the fire, and the dancers were scattered on the ground – dead or asleep, I couldn’t tell. I tried to lift my arms, and found that I could move a bit more freely than the last dream. There was a sense of tearing, as though I were slowly breaking free of an invisible cocoon.
 
   Benoit was older now, but still sitting in the same place, with the same bloody handprint on his chest. Hanging between us, directly over the smoldering ashes, were two bodies, upside-down, their ankles pierced with leather thongs that stretched up into the sky. Lifeless fingers scraped the earth as they swayed back and forth.
 
   The first was Brandi: I recognized her by her long blonde hair and by the cheap clothes she’d been wearing at the moment of her death. And there, hanging beside her, was Mr. Hendricks in his bathrobe, just as I’d last seen him.
 
   Benoit stared at me. “Ou konprann?”
 
   Anger overwhelmed me, and I strained against my transparent prison, feeling it stretch beyond its breaking point. The chrysalis could no longer hold its occupant, and it finally split apart and shattered.
 
   Freedom at last! I could move again, see clearly again! I pointed at Benoit, and when I spoke, the words rang out into the colorless dawn like a thunderclap: “Mwen konprann, moun fou.”
 
   The old man laughed, and the clouds above us finally split apart, raining blood down on us. There was a flash of lightning, and the smell of gunpowder—
 
   ***
 
   I knew exactly what I’d find when I woke up. I suppose I could have just stayed in bed, but it had all been arranged so perfectly – why draw out the inevitable climax?
 
   Mother was handling this morning’s surprise far better than the last one; she had no doubt called emergency services as soon as she heard the gunshot. Now she stood in the corridor, shaking her head sadly as the paramedics carried Mr. Hendricks away. As I joined them outside, I heard Mrs. Tseng whisper something about suicide.
 
   It was, I suppose, the most convenient conclusion to draw, given Brandi’s fate and Mr. Hendricks’ reclusive tendencies. Still, with all the impatience of youth coursing through me, I was more than ready for this little drama to reach its end.
 
   As it turned out, I didn’t have to wait long. Mother instructed me to return home, and I obeyed rather than risk further scrutiny. The moment I walked into my bedroom, the door slammed shut behind me.
 
   “Sa fe lon temps nou pa we.”
 
   I jumped away, and there he was standing by the door, all pretense of frailty and age erased. He wore a formal black suit, and his face was marked with white symbols that confirmed my suspicions: the old man was merely a shell, housing a spirit I knew far more intimately.
 
   I giggled. I couldn’t help it – after dreading this reunion for so long, the moment had finally come and I felt energized, empowered. “Not nearly long enough, if you ask me,” I replied. “How did you find me?”
 
   Benoit – or rather, the entity “riding” Benoit – shook his head in disgust. “Yon timoun?”
 
   “The boy is a convenient vessel,” I shot back. “Much more durable than my previous host.”
 
   Ah, and there was a reminder that stung him: our last battle, when the forces we unleashed tore Grand-Goâve apart. “De fwa, you attack,” he reminded me. “De fwa, you fail. Pa plis.”
 
   It was true: I had reached out while the boy slept and ensnared poor Brandi, sending her upstairs to dispatch our new neighbor. Hendricks had followed suit, with the gun he’d kept locked in his safe. And both my pawns had been cut down by the sheer force of the old man’s will.
 
   “Third time’s the charm,” I snarled. “This time I’ll finish you myself.”
 
   For all my bravado, I had only just gained control of this body, and it was untested, not yet fully developed. But I would not taste defeat again.
 
   He let out a disappointed sigh, as though I were a failed pupil of his and not a mortal enemy. “Ou pa konprann? Pouvwa se pa janm ase.”
 
   Power is never enough – but he was wrong, of course. It was power that carried my spirit from the rubble of Grand-Goâve and planted it in the dreams of this boy. It was power that granted me flesh and blood again.
 
   And power would finally free me of this irritant.
 
   Reaching down into the core of my being, I tried to burn the old man where he stood. The air shimmered around him, wavy little lines of the sort you’d see on a desert horizon, but nothing happened.
 
   Benoit sighed. “Nou fini. Release the boy.”
 
   Damn him. I had scratched and clawed my way back to the land of the living, and here he was, still pursuing me, still stronger than I.
 
   But I had one last weapon in my arsenal, loath though I was to use it.
 
   “Fuck you,” I spat, and brought my hand to my face. My fingernails dug into my cheek, drawing blood; tears welled up in my eyes, and I let them spill.
 
   Benoit was startled, his composure finally – finally – cracking as I yanked at the collar of my shirt, ripping the fabric and leaving my chest partly exposed. Then I tore at the waistband of my pajama pants, revealing my underwear.
 
   And then I did what I swore I’d never do again: I screamed at the top of my lungs. I’d be mortified if I had any pride left. Alarmed, the old man stumbled, hands raised as if to silence me.
 
   Mother walked in, right on cue.
 
   She took in the carefully-orchestrated scene: the strange man in my bedroom, my torn clothes, my bleeding face. She watched the news every day, read about crimes committed against children my age or younger. There was only one conclusion she could come to; and having reached it, she started shrieking wildly for help.
 
   They stormed into the apartment en masse: Mrs. Tseng and her husband, then Mr. and Mrs. Hudson. The horror on their faces was uniformly clear, and for a moment we were all frozen, caught in my improvised tableau.
 
   It was Mr. Hudson – timid little Burt Hudson who never raised his voice, let alone his hand, to another person – who moved first, punching Benoit squarely in the face. And with that, it was as if a dam had burst, carrying with it the accumulated horrors of the past two days and the unspoken certainty that Benoit had been responsible for all of it.
 
   Mother kicked at him, slapped him, hysterical. He tried to speak (to calm them or berate them, I couldn’t say) but Mr. Tseng clubbed him in the back of the head, and he dropped to the ground.
 
   I watched, amazed despite myself, as they grabbed at Benoit’s legs like hungry wolves, dragging him out of the apartment. I saw Mrs. Tseng pick up a knife from our kitchen, and recalled that Mrs. Tseng’s niece, the very nice girl who could have been Benoit’s next victim.
 
   They hauled him out through the front doors, trailing blood the whole way. I could feel the inevitability of what was about to happen, but I needed to see it with my own eyes. Holding my tattered shirt closed with one hand, I crept up to the door and peered outside.
 
   Benoit had already been stabbed more than once, the knife changing ownership at random before plunging into his aged flesh. His hands, streaked with red, were flailing with the blind desperation of a man who knew he was doomed. To his credit, he never made a sound, not even when the loose brick flung by Mrs. Hudson struck him right between the eyes.
 
   When it was over, Mother rushed over and embraced me tightly, her hands still slick with blood. “My baby, my baby…” she sobbed. “He can’t hurt you anymore, I promise…”
 
   With my face buried in her neck, she couldn’t see me smiling. “I know,” I whispered.
 
   The official report would conclude that the Haitian had killed Brandi and Mr. Hendricks, and that the other neighbors had acted in self-defense to stop a murderer and child rapist. His belongings were quickly gathered up and disposed of, and that was the end of Mr. Emile Benoit.
 
   My rival would return someday, of course. But in the meantime, this body, these people, this world: it was all mine.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Secret Origins
 
   Excerpt from Our Greatest Hero: An Unauthorized Biography of the Paragon by Professor Lana Gammell of the Stanford Center for Superhuman Research:
 
   It is with no small amount of trepidation that I include the following chapter, which focuses on Daniel Hamilton. To some, this may seem an unwelcome diversion; to others, it may border on sacrilege. But I maintain that the goal of this book is not merely to summarize the Paragon’s life, but to understand it – and this requires more than just a fleeting mention of the person who most affected that life.
 
   Of the many “true accounts” of Hamilton’s early years, even those authors with firsthand knowledge (such as former Valor City mayor Jerome Wandell) are inevitably colored by bias. This chapter will attempt to paint a clearer picture of the boy who changed everything…
 
   ***
 
   Fragment of Daniel Hamilton’s journal, recovered from the ruins of Valor High:
 
   Erin Moreau is the Paragon.
 
   Okay. I’ve written it down. It doesn’t sound any less crazy. But I know it’s true.
 
   I was getting ready for school when a news report came on TV. The Rashomon was on another rampage downtown, and the Paragon had shown up to stop him. They were fighting, and I saw him swipe at her left arm with his clock-hand-blade-things.
 
   This is what most people don’t get about the Paragon: she’s not the greatest hero in the world because she’s the strongest, or the fastest. It’s because she can get hurt – we’ve all seen her in pain, or bleeding – but she does the job anyway. Someone like The Fury or Neon Leon could actually kill her, and that never stops her from being there when we need her. I don’t think I could ever be that brave.
 
   Everyone was talking about the fight when I got to school (actually made it to first period on time: New Year’s Resolution fulfilled!). Jill’s still angry at David, even though we all know they’re going to get back together soon. [Editor’s Note: Jillian Perry was a childhood friend of Hamilton’s. She and boyfriend David Buckley were among the confirmed casualties of the Sixty-Minute War.]
 
   We were just settling down when Moreau snuck into class. I can’t say I’ve ever paid any attention to her before, but today… I don’t know why, but I watched her move towards the back of the room, and I was thinking she’s kind of cute if you look past all her weirdness.
 
   And then I saw it. There was this little rectangular bulge under her left sleeve, like she had a bandage on her upper arm.
 
   My whole body seized up. That was exactly where the Paragon got hurt, not half an hour ago. And I realized, it’s her. Erin Moreau is the Paragon.
 
   God, even thinking those words makes me cringe. It’s probably just be a coincidence. Or maybe it wasn’t even a bandage, maybe her sleeve just bunched up and made me think there was something underneath.
 
   But the more I try to stop thinking about it, the more I can’t help putting the puzzle pieces together. She doesn’t like to draw attention to herself, never hangs out with anyone, disappears all the time but she never gets in trouble for skipping classes. No one talks to her, no one talks about her, no one even notices when she’s around.
 
   Except… there was this one time, a few months back. I was supposed to meet Jill at the mall, we were going to get a couple of gag gifts for David’s birthday. And when I got there, Jill was rattled, awkward. I kept asking what was wrong, and finally she told me that she’d seen Erin Moreau in the showers after gym class, and her back was all scarred and messed up.
 
   I didn’t know how to react. Ended up making a stupid, stupid joke about how she probably did it to herself so she could be even more of a poster girl for the Self-Harming Emo crowd. Jill didn’t laugh. Neither did I.
 
   Thinking about it now, though, that was right around the time the Paragon got jumped by Prosthetika and Lulu Cthulhu. Prosthetika had just started using that fake arm with the flamethrower, and she’d burned the Paragon pretty good before Vox Populi showed up to even the odds.
 
   It can’t be true. It just can’t be. Why would the Paragon pretend to be a high school loser? I sound like those crackheads who think superheroes leave secret messages for them at crime scenes. And even if— [Editor’s Note: Fragment ends here.]]
 
   ***
 
   Chat transcript from confiscated laptop, property of Alan Hamilton:
 
   dan88 has joined the chat
jillybean: hey there :*
dan88: Why aren’t you answering your phone?
bangforbuck: we wer havin cyber
jillybean: shut up david
jillybean: ignore him hes being a pain today
jillybean: whats up
dan88: I talked to Erin.
bangforbuck: wut
jillybean: dammit danny you promised you wouldnt do that
dan88: It was an accident. Sort of.
bangforbuck: <- gettin ppcorn
jillybean: stfu david
jillybean: okay lets hear it
dan88: It was after shop class.
dan88: Mr. Reynolds was being a tool.
bangforbuck: heh a tool in shop class nice
dan88: We were both heading for the door
dan88: and we bumped into each other.
bangforbuck: u into old dudes nao?
jillybean: omfg david if you dont log off right now
jillybean: i swear to god ill show danny that poem you wrote me last summer
bangforbuck has left the chat
jillybean: so…?
dan88: I don’t know. It was weird.
dan88: She looked… surprised, I guess?
jillybean: no one ever talks to her
dan88: Kind of cold
dan88: But not a bitch, you know?
jillybean: please tell me youre not falling for the sensitive goth girl
dan88: Come on
dan88: It’s not like I’m gonna take her to prom.
dan88: I’m just saying she’s different.
jillybean: cute guy pays attention to her
jillybean: maybe she can stop being creepy for five seconds
dan88: Hey, you know stuff about the Paragon, right?
jillybean: the what now
jillybean: same as most people i guess
jillybean: why
dan88: Just curious about something.
dan88: What color are her eyes?
jillybean: oh good because thats not a weird question at all
dan88: Come on, Jill, just tell me.
jillybean: blue i think
jillybean: no ones ever seen her face
jillybean: but you know that reporter
jillybean: the one with the not so secret crush on her
jillybean: after that whole thing with the elviscerator last year he was like
jillybean: “her sapphire eyes blaze with the light of justice”
jillybean: i mean seriously who writes like that
jillybean: danny
jillybean: you still there
 
   ***
 
   Excerpt from Daily Tribune interview with Jessica Hall, Valor High survivor:
 
   So at that point, there was nothing suspicious about Daniel Hamilton’s activities?
 
   —I wouldn’t say that. He was always following her around, and she wasn’t even his type. It was weird.
 
   His type?
 
   —We never hung out much, but my… my sister… she had homeroom with his best friend. As far as anybody knew, he wasn’t into freaks, especially not the kind who’d break into your house to watch you sleep.
 
   So it was unusual for him to be spending time with Moreau.
 
   —“Spending time”? He was obsessed with her. Lunchtime, free periods, he’d even get himself sent to detention if she was there. Nobody understood why. We didn’t know who she really was.
 
   Do you remember how she reacted to his attention?
 
   —He wasn’t king of the school or anything, but everybody liked him. He was a good guy. At least I think he was. It’s hard to remember the way things were before. I have nightmares. Sometimes I get them mixed up with what really happened.
 
   Do you believe Hamilton and Moreau were romantically involved?
 
   —No. Not then. Not until the prom.
 
   Can you talk about what happened that night?
 
   —The prom… she… they were there. They were right there and we didn’t… we didn’t… we didn’t know…
 
   (Jessica draws a shaky breath, and begins to cry; her nurse asks to end the interview early, and wheels the girl back through the doors of the Eastside Psychiatric Ward.)
 
   ***
 
   Morning Edition op-ed piece “Mankind’s Last Stand”, presented by former Valor High Phys. Ed. teacher and current spokesman for Humanity First, Lawrence Schneider:
 
   When the dust settled, they tried to make teachers the real villains of the story. Oh, there was plenty of blame to go around, but that Channel 9 bitch, the one who got the book deal afterwards, kept pointing the finger at us. “How could they let this happen? How could they have been so blind? Why didn’t anyone at Valor High intervene?”
 
   She was, in effect, blaming us for not being prescient. For not being like them. Knowing, in the abstract, that some superhumans hid among us (for what perverse pleasure, we can’t say) – that was one thing. It was quite another to even suspect that it was going on where you lived, right under your nose.
 
   I chaperoned that last prom. And even knowing what I know now, all I recall is a school dance. ‘80s-themed. Kids were coming and going all night. Did I see the two of them dancing together? Maybe I did. Maybe I saw that little goth bitch freak out and take off an hour later. So what? That was the night of the trouble up at Ironwood; high school drama was the least of anyone’s worries.
 
   No, the teachers aren’t to blame. It’s them. We let them run around in masks and do whatever they want, we let them build this cult of hero-worship to the point where you can’t say anything negative about them without being shouted down. These “people” – and yes, the quotation marks are deliberate – they’re dangerous, always have been. The Sixty-Minute War was just the last stop on a long ride to hell.
 
   Let me be clear, though: Humanity First does not advocate violence in any way. Superhumans are a problem that must be resolved peacefully. I call upon all mankind to recognize that we stand on the greatest – and possibly last – threshold of our history.
 
   And if we don’t take our world back, we’ll lose it.
 
   ***
 
   Daily Tribune Front Page:
 
   PARAGON TO IRONWOOD ESCAPEES: YOU WON’T GET FAR!
 
   Twenty-four hours have passed since the supermax wing of Ironwood Prison was breached, and the rising tide of panic threatens to overtake Valor City. With fifty-seven violent and dangerous criminals unaccounted for, Police Chief Lazar has instituted a temporary curfew, urging all citizens to remain indoors.
 
   Though Mayor Wandell has vehemently denied any negligence on the part of the Paragon, she nevertheless took full responsibility for her delayed response and subsequent failure to recapture the escapees. Standing before City Hall this morning, the Paragon vowed to hunt down every last convict and return them to Ironwood.
 
   On the rumored involvement of notorious supercriminal The Fury, Valor City’s premier hero had this to say: “It has become clear to me that The Fury represents an intolerable threat to the safety and security of Valor City and its people. I intend to neutralize that threat by any means necessary.”
 
   [Editor’s Note: At the time of publication, the Tribune’s official tally had not been adjusted to account for serial rapist Fred Grubbs. Though Grubbs had indeed escaped Ironwood with the other prisoners, his castrated and perforated corpse was found in a sewer junction three days later. The circumstances of his death remain a mystery.]
 
   ***
 
   Excerpt from Our Greatest Hero: Prof. Gammell interviews retired hero Alexander Carroll, formerly known as Vox Populi:
 
   She never kept any journals. Used to drive Secundus up the wall; he’d go on and on about the importance of accurate chronicles, the history of the future and all that. Looking back now, I guess he was right. It helps to… have something, y’know? Apollyanna kept journals. Sometimes I read ‘em and it’s like she’s here again, just for a little while…
 
   Heh, look at me carryin’ on like an old fart. You gotta tell me if I go off-track like that. What were you asking about?
 
   Right, Valor High. Well, if you’re gonna tell the story right, you need to understand that she was off her game. No one really blamed her for Ironwood, and between you and me, if it’d been the Rashomon or Neon Leon, maybe she wouldn’t have been so worked up about it.
 
   The Fury, though? She hated The Fury. I shouldn’t say stuff like that, gotta set a good example and all… but hell, I’m nobody’s role model anymore. Truth is, yeah, sometimes it got personal for us. All those parasites feedin’ off Valor’s ass, and the most we could do was haul ‘em off to some hole in the ground and wait for ‘em to crawl back out. We all had our feuds, our “archenemies”… but everybody thought the Paragon was above all that. Turns out she wasn’t.
 
   It was about a week after the breakout. Eleven AM, I think, or maybe noon. No, it was eleven, we’d just finished the morning debriefings at HQ. There were five of us on duty: me, Apollyanna, Secundus, Red Giant and Pathfinder.
 
   The Paragon charged in, still in civilian clothes. I’d never seen her out of uniform before. She was… she was so…
 
   Anyway, she was looking at us with those wild blue eyes, out of breath, and that’s when she dropped the bomb. “I found The Fury,” she said. “I know who The Fury is.”
 
   You could’ve heard a pin drop. See, I don’t think those bastards ever understood how much dirt we actually had on ‘em. We knew Prosthetika was Darla Baker, a multiple-amputee who stole experimental limbs from the military. We knew Lulu Cthulhu was Lorraine Crowley, a con artist who got possessed by some crazy space demon thing. The Elviscerator, Dread Lock, Doctor Witch – we had solid data on their abilities, their contacts, preferred allies, hideout locations… it didn’t always make the job easier, but it sure helped.
 
   Go ahead and guess which of the fuckers wasn’t in our files. No photos, no eyewitness accounts, nothing. At first, Secundus floated the theory that it was just an alias being passed around, but after Ironwood, we knew better. The Fury had tech powers. That’s why we kept coming up empty; the data was always erased before we could get our hands on it.
 
   And now, finally, we had a clear shot. We suited up quietly while Pathfinder reviewed the official records: drug trafficking, armed robbery, murder, attempted assassination of Mayor Wandell and Chief Lazar… it was a long list, but we needed to hear it. This wasn’t some punk we were taking down, this was Public Enemy Number One.
 
   And then the Paragon told us we had to get to Valor High ASAP.
 
   Secundus looked at her like she was crazy, and I couldn’t blame him: as a rule, superhuman throwdowns get messy fast. He blinked those creepy robot eyes of his and said: “A full-scale engagement on school grounds carries an eighty-six percent probability of collateral damage, and a fifty-nine percent probability of civilian fatalities.”
 
   She had a plan, of course. We couldn’t evacuate the area without tipping The Fury off, so Paragon would go in with me and Apollyanna. The two of us could focus and direct our powers, so all we had to do was push that piece of scum back towards the rear exit, where Red Giant and Pathfinder were waiting. Boom, threat contained, the day is saved.
 
   Write that down word-for-word, okay? She didn’t care which of us brought The Fury down. This wasn’t a vendetta, it was proper procedure. I want that on the record.
 
   We made it to the high school in four minutes flat. The students in the quad, bless ‘em, knew exactly what to do when superheroes head your way: scatter and find cover. Paragon led us straight through the front doors, down a couple of halls… you could tell from the way she was marching that she was ready for this.
 
   Finally, she rounded a corner and said: “Hello, Fury.”
 
   And this girl – this fucking teenage goth girl – turned around, smooth as you like, and smiled. “Took you long enough.”
 
   Christ Almighty, The Fury was a kid. I just stood there, thinking this couldn’t be right, and there was this boy next to her. Yeah, you know who I’m talking about. He looked at Paragon, then at the girl, then back at Paragon, like a broken record: “Erin? What? Erin? What?”
 
   Paragon took a step forward. “Erin Moreau, alias The Fury. As a deputized officer of the Valor City Police Department, I hereby place you under arrest.”
 
   The girl laughed, and a chill ran up my spine. And then…
 
   You know, I’ve gone over it so many times, but I still can’t say who took the first shot. The fight just started. That was our mistake: we thought she’d run, but the crazy bitch actually thought she could take all three of us. These long metal needles popped out of the tips of her fingers, and suddenly she was between me and Paragon, kicking and swinging. The other kid just stood there, eyes all big and round like you see on those Japanese cartoons. He might’ve been crying too, I’m not sure.
 
   Three against one. Should’ve been an easy win, except… you remember that intel gap I’d mentioned? It didn’t work both ways. We were public figures; she knew everything about us. Kept putting herself between me and Apollyanna since our powers didn’t work too well at close range, and then she started whipping those fucking claws around…
 
   Christ, Apollyanna. Best soul I ever knew. Most of us do the job because we’re looking for payback or redemption, but she just wanted to help. She read to kids when she was off-duty, volunteered at hospitals. Spent her whole life caring for other people, and it ended with The Fury slitting her throat.
 
   Polly didn’t mean to cause that explosion. You… you’re writing that down, right? I’ll say it again: she didn’t blow the place up on purpose. She was dying, she was scared. Next thing I knew, a fireball was punching through the roof. I think that was her very last act, aiming high so we wouldn’t be caught in the blast. Saving lives one last time. Sounds like something she’d do.
 
   I watched this woman I’d known for years bleeding out on the floor, and at that point I don’t think I’d have given two shits if the fucking Pope was collateral damage. I let out the strongest, loudest, most concentrated sonic scream I’ve ever been able to muster. Knocked Paragon clear through a wall, but I didn’t even see her; all I could think about was pulverizing the evil bitch that killed my friend. The Fury went on her knees, hands clamped over her ears like that could do a damn thing against my power.
 
   Another minute, that was all I needed. I had her.
 
   Something hit me square in the back. I lost my breath, lost the scream, dropped down on all fours. It was the kid – Hamilton – standing over me, holding a fire extinguisher. Couldn’t tell you who was more surprised at that moment, me or him.
 
   The Fury got to her feet, stared at him like she wanted to say something. Maybe she did, I don’t remember. She ran off, and the kid took this deep breath as he looked down at me. Then he brought the fire extinguisher down on the back of my head.
 
   Just before I blacked out, I heard him say “I’m sorry.” Hell of it is, I still believe he meant it.
 
   ***
 
   Transcript of Proceedings: People v. Darla Baker. The Honorable Judge Karen A. Guttenheim presiding:
 
   Prosecution: Miriam Kelly (District Attorney)
Defense: Sierra Kaplan, Esq. (Kaplan & Landau)
Witness: Darla Baker AKA Prosthetika
 
   KELLY: Ms. Baker, you’ve testified that you were present at the “conference” that preceded the Sixty-Minute War.
 
   BAKER: Yeah, that’s right.
 
   KELLY: Who else attended this meeting?
 
   BAKER: Uh… everyone. I mean, everyone with powers and a crew.
 
   KELLY: Could you be more specific?
 
   BAKER: Dread Lock, Elviscerator, Rashomon, Neon Leon, Doctor Witch, Lulu Cthulhu…
 
   KELLY: I believe you’ve skipped a name.
 
   KAPLAN: Objection. Argumentative.
 
   JUDGE: Sustained.
 
   KELLY: Did you arrange this meeting?
 
   BAKER: No.
 
   KELLY: Then who did? (pause) Ms. Baker, I asked you a question. Who arranged…
 
   BAKER: It was Nemesis, okay? There, I said the fucking name! Nemesis!
 
   KELLY: By “Nemesis”, you are referring to Mr. Daniel Hamilton, correct?
 
   BAKER: Nobody calls him that anymore.
 
   KELLY: Yes or no, Ms. Baker.
 
   BAKER: Yes.
 
   KELLY: Had you ever met Mr. Hamilton before?
 
   BAKER: No.
 
   KELLY: And yet he invited you to this summit. Did he pull your number out of a hat?
 
   KAPLAN: Objection! Badgering the witness!
 
   KELLY: Your Honor, Ms. Baker is denying any direct involvement in the planning and execution of the Sixty-Minute War, yet her testimony suggests a pre-existing association with Mr. Hamilton.
 
   JUDGE: I’ll allow it, Ms. Kelly, but stay focused on the matter at hand. We are not here to discuss Ms. Baker’s past criminal acts.
 
   KELLY: Thank you, Your Honor. Ms. Baker, if you’d never met Daniel Hamilton before the night in question, how did he contact you?
 
   BAKER: He didn’t. I got the call from my old partner Lulu. She gave me a time and a place, told me to pass it on to Leon. He was in tight with the Doc. I think Lu heard it from Ronin Jones, he used to do side-jobs for The Fury…
 
   KELLY: Did Ms. Crowley give you any other details?
 
   BAKER: Only that Nemesis was calling the shots. He wanted everyone to know that.
 
   KELLY: Why?
 
   BAKER: Because you didn’t say no to Nemesis.
 
   KELLY: You were afraid of him?
 
   BAKER: Bitch, everyone was afraid of him.
 
   JUDGE: Ms. Baker. You will not use that language in my court.
 
   BAKER: Look, we all wrote him off as Fury’s boytoy. He didn’t even have any powers until she hooked him up. Nobody figured he’d step up the way he did after First National.
 
   KELLY: You’re referring to the attempted robbery of First National Bank, which resulted in the accidental death of Erin Moreau, AKA The Fury?
 
   BAKER: “Accidental.” Yeah, sure.
 
   KELLY: Excuse me?
 
   BAKER: Hey, I wasn’t there. Nemesis was the only one who saw it all go down.
 
   KELLY: And he claimed that the Paragon had murdered Ms. Moreau?
 
   KAPLAN: Objection! Hearsay.
 
   JUDGE: Sustained.
 
   KELLY: Let’s go back to the meeting, Ms. Baker. When were you made aware of its true purpose?
 
   BAKER: It’s not like he wasted any time with small talk. As soon as the last of us showed up, he laid out the plan.
 
   KELLY: Could you describe for the court the essence of this “plan”?
 
   BAKER: He called it the Sixty-Minute War. Said it’d give us total control of Valor. We’d do one big coordinated strike, hit the city from all directions at once.
 
   KELLY: Did Mr. Hamilton name any specific targets?
 
   BAKER: Water supply, power plant, City Hall, police HQ… hell, he even put Hero Central on the table. He said we outnumbered the heroes, but that never helped us before, because we all preferred to work alone. We had to flip it around, force them to spread out, and we could pick them off one by one.
 
   KELLY: How did your co-conspirators react to…
 
   KAPLAN: Objection, Your Honor!
 
   KELLY: I’ll rephrase. How did the other participants react to this plan?
 
   BAKER: You gotta understand, nobody ever talked to us like we were part of something bigger. Even Fury… she wasn’t, like, our leader. She got respect because she had smarts, skills and muscle, but she never made like she owned anybody, not even the guys she busted out of Ironwood.
 
   KELLY: What does that have to do with…
 
   BAKER: But the kid… the kid was fucking crazy, and everybody knew it. Cold as ice. I don’t even think it was about Fury anymore, I think he just snapped.
 
   KELLY: If we could go back to…
 
   BAKER: Don’t you get it? That’s why it all went down the way it did. Dread Lock said it was the dumbest idea he’d ever heard, that it’d tip the balance and bring every hero in the world down on our heads. And Nemesis just… he…
 
   KELLY: What happened then, Ms. Baker?
 
   BAKER: I’ve seen telekinetics in action, but Nemesis… he got fucking creative with Dread. Never seen anything like it, not ever.
 
   KELLY: I see. (pause) And Dread Lock was the only person who objected?
 
   BAKER: Are you kidding? There were pieces of him dripping off the walls. This was Nemesis’ show now, we all knew it.
 
   KELLY: And so you chose to follow Mr. Hamilton’s plan.
 
   KAPLAN: Objection, counsel is testifying!
 
   JUDGE: Sustained. My patience is wearing thin, Ms. Kelly. Play by the rules or be held in contempt.
 
   KELLY: Ms. Baker, did you agree to take part in the Sixty-Minute War?
 
   BAKER: I said yes at the meeting. But I wasn’t really gonna do it.
 
   KELLY: What do you mean?
 
   BAKER: Look, I’m a thief, okay? I steal because I need the cash, because these fucking limbs need maintenance. But I’m not a killer, definitely not the way Nemesis wanted me to be.
 
   KELLY: And what way was that?
 
   BAKER: He told me to take twenty of those Ironwood goons and “purge” the VCPD. Said they wouldn’t expect a direct attack, that it’d be an easy win. I told him I’d do it, just so I could get out of there with my head still attached to my neck.
 
   KELLY: What happened next?
 
   BAKER: I took off. Stole a car, put Valor in the goddamn rearview, and drove till I ran out of gas.
 
   KELLY: You didn’t try to stop the attacks? Warn anyone? Even though you knew thousands of innocent people would die?
 
   BAKER: Yeah, well… I guess I was hoping the others would see through his bullshit before it was too late.
 
   KELLY: Excuse me?
 
   BAKER: Nemesis wasn’t nearly as smart as Fury. She had skills you wouldn’t believe. And yeah, he had her network, all the info she’d collected, but he was so damn obvious about it. The way he set up the targets, making sure he’d be the only one hitting City Hall? He knew any threat to the Mayor would be answered by the Paragon.
 
   KELLY: I… I’m sorry, Ms. Baker, are you suggesting that the War…
 
   BAKER: A diversion. That’s right. He wanted everyone – everyone – out of the way so he could face her. That whole song and dance about working together, taking over Valor? Secundus and those other B-listers getting killed? The city getting wrecked? He didn’t give a shit about any of that. It was all about her.
 
   KELLY: I don’t… that is, I’m not sure…
 
   KAPLAN: Your Honor, sidebar?
 
   KELLY: How… how could he…
 
   KAPLAN: Your Honor, my client has testified that she was not directly involved in the execution of the Sixty-Minute War! We ask that…
 
   JUDGE: Order! Order in the court!
 
   BAKER: Fuck this. You wanna lock me up? Be my guest. It’s not like he’ll be coming after me.
 
   ***
 
   Graffiti on the south wall of Figaro’s Pizza, ruins of downtown Valor:
 
   NEMESIS LIVES
 
   ***
 
   Review of Newhaven Studios’ Paragon Beyond, currently playing in select theaters across the country:
 
   While I commend Jennifer Rothman and Stefan Wyzanski for the considerable nuance and gravitas they bring to their roles, I must also criticize them for agreeing to take part in this ridiculous farce in the first place.
 
   Director Christina Jones’ film debut kicks off with the concluding moments of the Sixty-Minute War: on a set that eerily recreates the burning husk of Valor City Hall, the final confrontation plays out. Bloodied, battered, and in the grip of a berserker rage, Nemesis lashes out with his artificial telekinesis and tears the Paragon’s heart from her chest.
 
   (Wyzanski’s pained expression is genuine: the classically-trained actor broke his right thumb in an earlier take, and deliberately pressed it against his thigh while filming this scene.)
 
   Curiously, the camera ignores the fallen hero, focusing instead on Nemesis. While the villain’s actual last words remain a mystery, Jones has seen fit to substitute her own dialogue. Some would call this artistic license, but when the end result is a melodramatic howl of “Everything I did, I did for you, Fury!” you have to wonder if silence might have been preferable.
 
   Wyzanski’s reenactment of Nemesis’ suicide is a moment of dramatic perfection: Daniel Hamilton’s despair is almost palpable as he surveys the devastated city. When he turns his power inward and shatters his own skull, it’s every bit as shocking and gruesome as the event itself must have been.
 
   Unfortunately, it’s all downhill from there. Jones, a devout Catholic, posits that the Paragon is actually a holy spirit sent by God to protect the innocent. As such, the death of her mortal body is only the beginning of her journey. (This supposedly explains the faintly-disrespectful portrayal of her murder, filmed practically as an afterthought.)
 
   But even Rothman can’t quite keep a straight face as she descends from on high in the Paragon’s costume – with the minor, unobtrusive addition of giant glowing wings sprouting from her back – to do battle with Satan himself.
 
   The corpse of Valor City hasn’t been buried long enough for amateur hacks like Jones to go digging it up. And while it may be comforting to believe that great heroes are never truly gone, the Paragon deserves more than an endless string of clichés and religious indoctrination. 
 
   GRADE: D-
 
   ***
 
   Review of Love in Darkness, currently No. 2 on the Global Bestseller List:
 
   Vikram Singh is back! The award-winning novelist has just released his latest historical romance, taking us nearly a century into the past for a classic story of love, revenge and the eternal conflict of good and evil.
 
   As always, Singh’s dedication to veracity is fully on display: every detail of Nemesis’ life has been painstakingly researched, drawn from canonical films such as Paragon Beyond and academic texts like Lana Gammell’s Our Greatest Hero and Lawrence Schneider’s later classics Why He Did It: Profiling Nemesis and The Valorous Dead.
 
   Never one to shy away from controversy, Singh tells the story through Nemesis’ own eyes. His early years as a poverty-stricken, friendless orphan culminate in a love affair with the Fury, as he sees past her monstrous appearance to the vulnerable woman within. A chance encounter with the Celestial Paragon throws Nemesis’ life into further turmoil, her pure spirit and ethereal beauty radiating off the page. Singh brings the characters to life as only he can, immersing us in the deep internal conflict of a man who must choose whether to rule the world with one love, or save it with another.
 
   The true triumph of the novel is its masterful depiction of Nemesis himself. Much like Milton’s Lucifer, Singh’s Nemesis is revealed as a tragically human figure, rather than a symbol of evil incarnate. In giving the boogeyman true pathos, Love in Darkness reminds us that we can understand our monsters, even if we do not absolve them of their crimes.
 
   6/6 STARS!
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chain Gang
 
   Amy Jo Winchester leaned against the prison fence and let out a frustrated sigh. This was taking too fucking long.
 
   She’d only been standing there for a few minutes, but for someone as impatient as Amy Jo, it might as well have been a hundred years. Her poor impulse control was a thing of legend back home, as well as being the cause of her current predicament: she robbed a liquor store two days after turning eighteen, for no other reason than being bored and broke and thirsty. The old man behind the counter had had a weak ticker, and in no time Amy Jo found herself convicted of involuntary manslaughter and shipped off to the Blackstone Correctional Center for Women.
 
   Flicking her blond braid back over her shoulder, Amy Jo pushed herself off the chain-link and slowly crossed to the other side of the small courtyard. Despite the ominous name, Blackstone was minimum-security, and the rules were pretty much the same as juvie: keep your head down, don’t start shit, and put up one hell of a fight if some fatass tries to make you her bitch. Amy Jo liked girls, but she made her own choices in that department.
 
   And she had chosen Rita Torres.
 
   Rita was… different. She was beautiful and smart and elegant, and she’d been all over the world, from Alaska to Zanzibar. Amy Jo had never stepped past state lines, and she could listen to stories of those faraway places for hours. After lights-out, she’d imagine all the adventures Rita must have had, and sometimes she’d even let herself fantasize about traveling the world together.
 
   Being with Rita was a bad idea; falling in love with her was even worse. It wasn’t the age difference – Rita was in her early thirties – but if the guards noticed, or one of the crazier inmates took an interest, things could get ugly. And it was so much harder to be tough when Rita made her feel so dependent.
 
   But Amy Jo couldn’t help herself. The sex was great, given the circumstances (a few minutes alone in a utility closet or an empty bathroom stall was the best they could hope for), and Rita had a way about her that made Amy Jo want to give her the whole fucking world on a platter.
 
   It was for her sake that Amy Jo turned back to the fence with a resigned grunt, resuming her spying on Jim Holden.
 
   Of all the guards at Blackstone, Amy Jo hated Holden the most. He was the cock of the walk, always leering at the inmates in a way that made her skin crawl. She was sure he was exactly the sort of creep who got off on having power over women – he had an overbearing mother, or got rejected too many times in high school, or some other bullshit excuse. Guys like Holden were the worst possible fit for this job, but they were also the ones who wanted it the most, and so here he was.
 
   She would’ve preferred to stay as far away from him as possible. But Rita had asked her to do this, and that was all Amy Jo needed to hear.
 
   Holden was a creature of habit; that made things easier. Amy Jo hadn’t been locked up for very long, and she could already predict most of his routine. If he was out in the courtyard, that meant that any minute now…
 
   Almost on cue, he turned his head to the side and spat something pale into a nearby bush. Her stomach turned, but she waited patiently until the guard wandered off. Then she snuck over to where he’d been standing and risked a quick glance around – no one was looking her way.
 
   She slipped a hand into her prison jumpsuit and pulled out the small plastic baggie she’d taken from the cafeteria. With a disgusted grimace, Amy Jo wrapped the discarded wad of gum in the plastic, making sure not to touch it herself. She put the tiny bundle back into her pocket and headed for the main complex, forcing herself to keep a casual pace.
 
   When she got to her bunk, she found Rita waiting for her.
 
   There was a familiar twinge of resentment, as if it were somehow Rita’s fault that Amy Jo was so weak for her, but it was instantly replaced with an overwhelming sense of relief. Amy Jo rushed forward, nearly knocking the older woman over.
 
   Rita looked awful: her dark hair, usually so lustrous, was tangled and greasy, and there were black smudges under her eyes. She’d just spent two weeks in solitary confinement, and it was all Amy Jo could do not to bombard her with questions.
 
   “Did you get it?” Rita asked, her voice hoarse with disuse.
 
   Amy Jo nodded, and this shook something loose in the other woman: when they embraced again, her arms tightened and she whispered “Bien hecho, mi amora” while planting little kisses on her lover’s forehead, her cheeks, her lips.
 
   When they separated again, Rita’s fingers dipped into her bra, removing a small blue pen cap. The sight of bite marks filled the younger woman with relief; Rita had suffered for fourteen days just to steal that little bit of plastic.
 
   Amy Jo still had no idea why they were doing any of this. Even Rita was going off second-hand information, having been told only that they had to move quickly. Not too long ago, she might have just told everybody to fuck off and leave her alone… but she’d do anything Rita asked, and they both knew it.
 
   Maybe that was weakness on her part. But here, now, with the other woman in her arms, Amy Jo knew it was a weakness she could live with.
 
   ***
 
   Terry McIntyre wiped the damp auburn curls off her forehead with the hem of her shirt, ignoring the whistles and catcalls from the other inmates. It was the middle of the day, in the middle of August, and she was in prison; if she had to flash a bunch of cavewomen to feel vaguely human, she’d damn well do it.
 
   She pushed the mop forward again, watching the water go from clear to almost-black. God, this place was disgusting. Cleaning was a futile effort, but she’d be out in the halls even if the job hadn’t been assigned to her. As a rule, people tended to keep their distance from custodial workers, and that suited Terry just fine. She wasn’t in the mood for company.
 
   Of course, she’d never been very social in the first place. Terry had had the misfortune of being raised by her grandmother, a Jesus freak who saw sin literally everywhere. Everything was ungodly and evil, including Terry herself and any and all interests she could possibly take. The piano encouraged sinful music; gym shorts were an obscenity that offended the Lord; every other girl in school was a painted whore who would surely burn in the fiery depths of Hell; and boys… well, that was the subject of a delightful day-long rant punctuated by blood, tears and a lot of pain.
 
   Even now, Terry couldn’t say for sure whether she had pushed her grandmother down the stairs during their last fight, or whether the old woman had just slipped and fallen. At the trial, the prosecutor had asked her why she hadn’t called for help, whether she understood that she might have been able to save her grandmother, whether she cared at all. Her lawyer had wanted her to lie, to say she was so horrified at the thought of losing her beloved grandmother that she couldn’t move, couldn’t think. 
 
   But as every set of eyes in the courtroom fell on her, Terry had blushed deeply and admitted the truth: she honestly didn’t know.
 
   Having spent most of her life in one kind of prison, a few more years in a different one wasn’t that much of a change. She followed her schedule, she did her chores, she stayed as far away from cliques, and she did her best to mind her own business.
 
   Unfortunately, she couldn’t avoid her own thoughts as easily as she dodged other people. Ever since Selene told her about the plan, it was like being stuck in a hall of magnifying glasses: all her worries and concerns and fears just kept bouncing around, getting bigger and bigger. Terry only had a small part to play, but what if they overlooked something? What if someone got caught? What if she got caught? If the guards even suspected her of being involved, she could end up in solitary like Rita, or worse, be sent off to Maximum Security where they kept the real monsters. Terry wouldn’t last long in a place like that.
 
   She could feel herself falling into that familiar spiral, the kind that inevitably resulted in a panic attack. Her body kept moving, like a machine, pushing the mop back and forth across the floor, but she barely noticed. This was crazy. This was crazy. She didn’t even believe what the other women had told her, she didn’t even know why she’d agreed to go along with all this.
 
   There were footsteps coming towards her. She couldn’t do this. She had to stop now, before it was too late. She only had eight months left on her sentence, she didn’t need any of this.
 
   The floor gleamed wetly with reflected light. Five seconds later, Jim Holden crossed her path, slipped, and crashed to the ground.
 
   Terry should have screamed. She certainly felt like screaming, like bursting into tears and confessing everything and begging the guard for consideration she knew she’d never get.
 
   Instead, she clasped his flailing arms and pulled him up to his feet. “Oh my God, sir, are you okay?” she asked, feigning concern.
 
   Holden’s face was twisted in a pained grimace. “What the fuck is wrong with you, inmate?” he growled. “Where the fuck are the wet floor signs?”
 
   “There weren’t any signs in Maintenance, sir,” she dutifully replied. “They told me to just wash the floors anyway.”
 
   The guard hissed a stream of obscenities through gritted teeth, hands pressed against his lower back. A huge stain ran up the side of his uniform, and as he turned his head to evaluate the damage, Terry’s hands snaked out and swiped the ID tag right off his belt, flicking it into the bucket of dirty water behind her.
 
   Amazed at her own audacity, she just stood there while Holden cursed the warden, the budget, the guards, the inmates, and Terry herself. Then, without giving the prisoner another glance, he stormed off with as much dignity as he could manage.
 
   Terry nervously glanced down. Holden’s face stared up at her from the corner of the floating piece of plastic; she stabbed the mop into the water, forcing the stolen card down to the bottom of the bucket.
 
   Second thoughts were pointless now; there was no turning back.
 
   ***
 
   If it is given to me to save a life, all thanks. But it may also be within my power to take a life; this awesome responsibility must be faced with great humbleness and awareness of my own frailty.
 
   The Hippocratic Oath wasn’t often at the forefront of Angela Hawthorne’s thoughts. She could recall a few nights at med school when talk of budget cuts and downsizing led her to call it the “Hypocritic Oath”: I’ll remember that I’m treating a sick human being and not a fever chart, unless that human being’s uninsured. I will prevent disease whenever I can, but only if I’m being paid through the roof to do it.
 
   Her decision to work in a prison clinic had, at the time, felt like the best way to thumb her nose at her classmates, who were setting up million-dollar private practices and turning away sick people by the dozens. Her friends had warned her that this profession usually crushed idealists within a year, especially in a place where she’d be treating criminals: delousing them, patching them up when they stabbed each other over stolen tampons, treating STDs that spread like wildfire… everyone expected she’d be singing a different tune soon enough.
 
   In twenty years of practicing medicine, Angela’s faith had never faltered. Her beliefs had never been compromised. And she had never lost any sleep to guilt… until she became involved with Selene’s group. Suddenly her ethical standards weren’t clear-cut anymore, not after what she had seen and heard.
 
   And now, in the clinic where she’d helped so many women, she was asking Jim Holden to take his shirt off.
 
   He winked at her – “Anything you say, Doc” – and shrugged off the top half of his uniform, revealing the broad expanse of his chest. He was an attractive man: dark brown hair, blue eyes, in top physical shape. He was probably expecting some kind of reaction from her, be it humor, flirtation or even distaste, but Angela had already compartmentalized her emotions, a necessary step when practicing medicine. You couldn’t stop for panic or grief when trying to keep a four-year-old from bleeding out on your table; by the same token, she couldn’t afford to give away her true intentions now.
 
   The guard had come in complaining of back pain after a bad fall in one of the corridors. She pressed the cold metal disk of her stethoscope against his naked back and ordered him to exhale. He did, leaning in closer than was necessary, aiming his breath at the side of her neck. Her short black hair brushed against her skin; she fought the urge to step back and scratch at the sudden itch.
 
   Angela’s eyes narrowed. There were limits to what she’d sacrifice for the sake of the plan. “You can stop now,” she said, making sure all possible meanings of that statement were clear to him.
 
   If her blunt response offended him, he didn’t show it, giving her an easy grin. “Too bad, I was just getting comfortable.”
 
   She kept her gaze fixed on the clipboard in her hands. “Roll up your sleeve and make a fist.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Standard blood test, Jim,” she answered, holding up an empty test tube. “You’re overdue. Standard policy.”
 
   He frowned, and started to fidget in place. She couldn’t deny there was some satisfaction in watching him deflate so quickly. “Don’t really have time for that now,” he mumbled, dropping down from his perch on the exam table.
 
   The doctor gave a theatrical sigh. “You know the rules. I need to check your glucose, cholesterol…” As if to illustrate her point, she attached a needle from the nearby cabinet and pointed it towards him. He’d started putting his shirt back on, and Angela belatedly remembered Selene’s warning not to antagonize him. If she failed now, it would all fall apart.
 
   Again Angela found herself side-stepping the rules she’d followed her entire life: she put on her best teasing expression and winked at him. “Why, Jim, you’re not afraid of needles, are you?”
 
   That stopped him cold. He looked at her, clearly confused by the sudden change in her demeanor. “Huh?”
 
   She placed her free hand on her hip and waved the syringe in front of his face. “I’d hate to think you were one of those big, strong men who couldn’t handle a little pinch…”
 
   The guard grinned at her and swerved back, away from the door. “Wouldn’t want to disappoint you, Doc.” He sat back down, shirt pooled at the waist, and made a fist. With experienced ease, Angela found a vein at his elbow and inserted the needle. Blood began to flow into the tube.
 
   He was staring at her. She could feel it, despite her focus on his arm. Had he caught on to what she was really doing? She risked meeting his gaze; the confidence behind his eyes suggested that he’d be expecting more from her soon enough. But there was no indication of suspicion or distrust – she’d fooled him after all.
 
   “Hey, Doc, you free tonight? Say, around seven?”
 
   She’d been expecting something along those lines from the moment he walked into the clinic. “Sounds like you’re asking me out,” she noted, keeping her reaction flat and neutral.
 
   He shrugged, the corner of his mouth perking up in a lascivious smirk. “I might be.”
 
   She withdrew the needle and swabbed at the inside of his elbow with a bit of cotton before pulling his hand up to his shoulder. “I don’t date co-workers,” she replied, perhaps a bit more forceful than necessary.
 
   To her surprise, he nodded. “I get it. Can’t blame a guy for trying, though, right?”
 
   She busied herself by sealing the tube and dropping the needle into a nearby wastebin. “I’ll prescribe some Vicodin for your back,” she said, “you should…”
 
   When she turned back around, he was gone.
 
   She waited for a few moments, to be sure he wouldn’t be popping back in. Then she stepped back and pulled the nearest privacy curtain around her. It would only give her a few seconds, but that was all she needed to tuck the blood sample into the inside pocket of her lab coat.
 
   There were footsteps in the hall; she barely had time to compose herself before the curtain parted, revealing the startled face of an older nurse. “Oh! Dr. Hawthorne, I didn’t notice you there!”
 
   Angela smiled, using her clipboard to block the nurse’s view of the slight bulge near her left breast.
 
   “No harm done, Phyllis,” she answered with a friendly smile.
 
   The irony of that statement would haunt her for the rest of her life.
 
   ***
 
   Perched on her bunk with her knees drawn up to her chin, Maggie Kincaid felt like the smallest, most worthless person in the world. It didn’t help that Selene towered over her, almost seven feet tall, with a poise and stature that made her even more imposing. Her snow-white hair was piled atop her head, wrapped in a blood-red scarf shot through with streaks of deep blue. Though she moved with slow deliberation, Maggie suspected it was an act, a way to stay off the guards’ radar. To them, Selene was just a harmless old woman.
 
   The rumors said differently, of course. Two days into her sentence, still in a state of shock, Maggie had bumped into Selene at the cafeteria. If she had taken offense, she hadn’t said so at the time, but the other inmates were convinced that the new girl would be dead in a week. They said Selene was a witch, that she was the oldest living inmate at Blackstone, and that she’d been here for seventy years.
 
   Maggie didn’t believe any of that, but she’d sought Selene out afterwards and apologized anyway. A year later, she was still unwilling to believe… but she had nowhere else to turn.
 
   They sat in silence for a few minutes, until Maggie finally drew a shaky breath. “I… I just don’t…” she started, unsure as to what she actually wanted to say.
 
   Selene’s coal-black eyes gave nothing away. “You have doubts,” she said, with an accent Maggie didn’t recognize.
 
   Did she have doubts? She was the one who’d started all this by coming to Selene with her problem. She’d told her all about the sweet, tender guard she’d fallen for, and how he’d started to hurt her in every possible way, for no reason at all. Did she have the right to call off Selene’s plan? Or had she lost her chance after that gathering in the clinic, the six of them together for the first time, when Selene explained what was happening and why, and what they had to do about it?
 
   Pain and heat radiated from the bruises on Maggie’s upper arms, as if to remind her what was at stake. “No,” she answered firmly. “No, I know… I know we have to do this.” Saying those words made the plan finally, utterly real, and much to her surprise, she was okay with that. She removed the condom from her jumpsuit, still tied into a tight knot. Tears threatened to spill from her eyes, even though she knew by now that crying never helped anyone in prison.
 
   The other woman made no move to take the latex sheath from her, and after a moment, Maggie understood, concealing it again.
 
   “I’ve asked much of you,” Selene remarked. “But only what was absolutely necessary.” She pulled up her pillow, revealing a tiny metal charm the size of a fingernail, twisted into a unfamiliar shape.
 
   Selene dropped the charm into Maggie’s open hand. “The new moon rises tonight, and the others are ready,” Selene reported. “You will have your revenge.”
 
   ***
 
   Lights-out came at 11 PM, just as it always did. Exactly fifty minutes later, four women in three different cellblocks stirred at the same time. Amy Jo, Rita, Terry and Maggie slipped Selene’s charms into their mouths, firmly pinning the little bits of metal against the underside of their tongues. Then they stood up.
 
   All the cellblocks at Blackstone were structured identically: a single guard post overlooked each unit, allowing full view of the prisoners at all times. Each post was occupied by two guards from the night shift, and if any inmate tried to move around after lights out, those same guards were expected to send them back to bed, or even threaten solitary confinement for breaking curfew.
 
   As a terrified Maggie moved towards the cellblock exit, with Amy Jo right behind her, she saw Rita and Terry approaching from the other direction. A guard was standing no more than ten feet away from Rita; he swiveled around, looked right at them… and turned away.
 
   It was just as Selene had said: beneath the new moon, with the charms under their tongues, they could walk the prison halls unnoticed.
 
   Slowly, quietly, the four women made their way to the B Block bathroom, finding Angela Hawthorne waiting for them. She didn’t need charms; she was a staff member, and could go where she wished. There was a moment of brief envy shared between the prisoners – they knew Angela, of course, had visited her clinic from time to time, but against the backdrop of the filthy prison halls, the contrast was that much sharper. She was free, and they were not.
 
   But however clean and well-kept she was, Angela was clearly as resolved as the others. They all exchanged silent and significant glances, acknowledging their fears as well as their determination to see this through to the end. Together, they entered the dilapidated bathroom.
 
   Selene was already there, hard at work: she had drawn a wide circle of salt between the furthest stalls and the sinks. Within, an inverted pentagram – also salt – stretched to the edges of the circle. At the center was a large mixing bowl, no doubt liberated from the kitchen.
 
   She motioned for the others to enter the circle. Terry was carrying a bottle of solvent she’d stolen from Maintenance; carefully stepping over the salt lines, she poured the contents into the bowl. Rita came next, revealing a match stashed in the lining of her right sock; she scraped the head against the grout lines between the sink tiles, and tossed the burning bit of wood in.
 
   The bowl’s contents ignited, startling everyone but Selene. Angela, Amy Jo, Rita, Terry and Maggie took their positions at the points of the pentagram, with Selene in the center of the formation, her hands hovering over the bowl. 
 
   They spit out and pocketed their charms in unison, and began to whisper words that hadn’t been spoken aloud in centuries. They were perfectly synchronized, though only Selene appeared to have any idea what they were actually saying – the specifics, she’d said, weren’t important. Only the intent mattered.
 
   Rita moved first, raising her left hand to reveal her little blue pen cap with Jim Holden’s teeth marks all along the side. The cap passed clockwise around the circle until it reached Selene, who clasped it between her hands for a brief moment and then released it into the bowl.
 
   Amy Jo’s stolen wad of gum was next, then the blood Angela had drawn, and the ID card from Terry. Each item made its way around the circle before being dropped into the fire. With every addition, the women could sense something uncoiling within them. They each perceived it differently: Amy Jo imagined a rubber band being pulled back; Rita pictured a cobra rising from its nest; Terry had the unmistakable mental image of a door slowly swinging open; Angela could almost hear a deep breath being drawn; and for Maggie, it was the sound of bones creaking and popping.
 
   Something was growing here in this run-down bathroom, some great and terrible power was awakening. Or maybe Selene had simply unlocked what had always been there within them. Whatever the truth, the six women were connected in that moment, a warm thread running through each of them like the chain gangs of previous centuries: bound together, moving as one.
 
   Finally, Maggie handed the condom containing Holden’s seed to Rita, watched as it moved closer and closer to the bowl. The other women grimaced as they made contact with the latex, then spared sympathetic glances towards Maggie herself. She bristled, but said nothing: they had each suffered in their own way to get this far.
 
   Just as Terry passed the last component to Selene, Jim Holden marched into the bathroom, his face twisted with murderous fury.
 
   “Well, well, well…” he said, clearly aware of the fear that surged through the women as they recognized him. Maggie stood with her back to the bathroom entrance, but her entire body went stiff with horror.
 
   The guard took in the state of the floor, the position of the women. Then he fixed his glare on Selene, the only one who seemed completely unfazed by his presence.
 
   “You did this, you old cunt,” he growled, taking a step towards them. “Filling these girls’ heads with all sorts of ideas, got ‘em running around stealing my trash…” His eyes swept the room again and fell on Maggie, which only infuriated him further. “And you, you little bitch. I’ll show you what I do to two-timing whores. Get over here.”
 
   Even if she’d wanted to obey him – and at that moment, she was so frightened she might have done so – Maggie couldn’t move, couldn’t will herself to even turn her head in his direction.
 
   “Inmate Kincaid, I said get over here right fucking now!” he roared.
 
   Selene laughed.
 
   It was like dousing a rabid dog with cold water; he sputtered and fell into an outraged silence.
 
   “If you want her, you’re welcome to try and take her,” she challenged, holding up her left hand to reassure the others.
 
   To their surprise, the guard started pacing back and force, unwilling – or unable – to cross the salt lines and grab Maggie. His frustration was a visible, tangible thing: veins bulging in his neck, teeth grinding, eyes on the verge of popping from their sockets.
 
   With a triumphant smirk, Selene indicated the condom resting in the palm of her hand. “I think it’s time we ended this.”
 
   Holden’s response was immediate: he drew a gun and aimed it squarely at Selene. The other women were stunned – guards didn’t carry guns at Blackstone.
 
   “What the fuck is that?” he demanded, shifting into a firing stance.
 
   Angela’s mouth dropped open. “Selene…” she warned.
 
   Selene stamped her foot on the floor. “Continue!” she commanded, raising her voice for the first time anyone could recall. It was enough to break their collective paralysis, and they resumed the incantation she had taught them.
 
   “I’m warning you, bitch,” Holden sneered. “You put that down now if you know what’s good for you.”
 
   Selene’s only reaction to the threat was a raised eyebrow. “You have never, ever frightened me,” she replied.
 
   And she dropped the condom into the bowl.
 
   The bullet punched through Selene’s skull with ease; blood splattered against the far wall as she was thrown backwards, crashing against the tiles. Amy Jo let out a scream, but she was completely drowned out by a higher, louder noise.
 
   Jim Holden was on his knees, howling in agony, his gun clattering across the floor. His fingers bent into claws as his skin melted and slid off in huge moist chunks. The smoke rising from the bowl curved away from the ceiling, enveloping the writhing figure.
 
   There was a thud, and the black cloud dispersed to reveal a grotesque creature with mottled green chitin, huge blood-red eyes, and small transparent wings that beat uselessly against the ground. Its legs were folded backwards, and though it was still screaming, the sudden absence of human vocal cords allowed only a low-pitched buzzing sound.
 
   The monster that had killed and replaced Jim Holden began patting the nearby floor with a twisted, three-fingered claw. When it heard the loud click, it swerved its neck around to rest bulbous eyes on Maggie Kincaid. She was aiming the guard’s gun directly at its head.
 
   A tear slid down Maggie’s cheek, but her face betrayed no emotion. “This is for Jim, you fucking thing,” she said, and pulled the trigger.
 
   The creature’s head exploded like an overripe melon, spraying gore and maggots in every direction. It collapsed, and after a moment, its body began to dissolve into a clear, viscous goo.
 
   The bathroom was silent. Maggie heard a choked sob behind her, and turned to find the others gathered around Angela. The doctor was cradling Selene’s body and looking up at them with utter helplessness.
 
   “She’s dead,” Angela whispered. “There was nothing… I couldn’t help her.”
 
   They might have stayed there for hours, for days, processing what they’d just seen and done, but Rita’s head snapped up. “The guards,” she hissed, having caught the sound of footsteps drawing near.
 
   Amy Jo moved so quickly that it took the other women a moment to realize what was happening. She yanked her shirt over her head and used it to grab the gun from Maggie, wiping it thoroughly. Then, before anyone could object, she placed the gun in Selene’s left hand.
 
   The guards were right around the corner, but Amy Jo wasn’t finished: with expert precision, she fished Selene’s charm out of the dead woman’s pocket and jammed it into Angela’s mouth, clapping a hand over the doctor’s lips to muffle her protest.
 
   Maggie, Terry and Rita understood, and put their own charms back under their tongues just as the first guard burst in.
 
   By then, there was nothing left of the impostor. To the guard’s eyes, the bathroom was empty save for a whole lot of salt on the floor and a dead inmate with a gun in her hand.
 
   “Jesus…” the second guard whispered as he recognized the corpse. “That’s the old lady. Never thought she’d punch her own ticket.”
 
   “Holy shit, is that a gun? Where in the fucking fuck did she get a fucking gun?!”
 
   The five women slowly navigated their way out, careful to avoid physical contact with anyone entering the room. They would split up and return to their bunks (or, in Angela’s case, to her own bed), and no one would know they’d been gone.
 
   Maggie was the last one out, but she paused at the door when that same guard said: “She looks so… happy.” Unable to resist, Maggie turned and risked another glance at the woman who had saved her life.
 
   It was true: Selene’s eyes were closed, but her mouth held a satisfied smile.
 
   It was a look that suggested she had finally had the last laugh.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

1999: Jeremy
 
   He hears the music as soon as Hayley cuts the engine. The beat is a fast-paced thump-thump-thump, and Jeremy Anderson imagines it’s the same frenzied rhythm pounding in his chest right now, making him light-headed and anxious. 
 
   He stumbles off his sister’s motorcycle and hands the spare helmet back to her. Hayley grins, brushing a lock of black hair off his forehead. “Lookin’ good, little bro,” she teases. “Gabe won’t know what hit him.”
 
   Jeremy blushes and starts biting his index fingernail, a nervous tic he’s never been able to overcome. “I… I don’t know… what if… I mean, what if we…”
 
   His sister – older, worldly, home from college – reaches out and tangles her fingers with his. “Hey,” she says. “Look, I know Mom and Dad don’t like to talk about this stuff. So… last-minute advice?” She takes a deep breath. “Sex is great, Jeremy. It really is. But you don’t have to do anything, y’know? If it gets too intense and you need a break, just say so.”
 
   “Oh my God,” Jeremy mutters, mortified. 
 
   Hayley squeezes his hands tightly. “Don’t freak out if it takes a little time to figure out what to do,” she continues, dead-serious in tone but with a playful gleam in her eye. “The whole point is for both of you to feel good. And it’s not a quid pro quo thing. If he does something you like, you don’t have to do it to him too. Not unless you want to.”
 
   She nods towards his jacket pocket. “I don’t even need to tell you to be safe, right?”
 
   Jeremy shakes his head dutifully. He’s sixteen, not stupid. Besides, she’s the one who bought the condoms for him in the first place.
 
   His sister regards the source of the music and the lights with suspicion, even though the party’s well-underway. “I gotta be honest, Jer… I’m not crazy about the location. You couldn’t do better than an abandoned nuthouse?”
 
   “Can’t take him home,” he notes, ticking off his fingers. “Can’t go to his dad’s place. Can’t afford a motel…”
 
   Hayley makes a face and mimes vomiting. “Ugh. I went to a motel once. Bad idea.”
 
   Two kids from Jeremy’s class race past them, hand in hand, laughing wildly. The sight seems to satisfy Hayley, and she nods. But before he can follow them up the path, she takes his chin so he’s looking right at her. “It’s going to be amazing,” she promises. “You’re going to be amazing. You’ll see.” She kickstarts the engine, and over the roar she yells: “Call me afterwards! I want details!”
 
   And then she’s gone, leaving a trail of exhaust fumes down the road. The old hospital – Glen something, he forgets the name – looms over him. And yeah, the place does look like it might have skeletons buried in the walls, more appropriate for Halloween than New Year’s Eve. Then again, he thinks, what better place for a “virgin sacrifice”?
 
   The gates and the front doors are flung wide in open invitation, but Jeremy can’t quite bring himself to go in yet. It all feels so real now, this huge step he’s taking. And they’ve never really talked about sex, beyond establishing that Gabe isn’t a virgin and that Jeremy is. What if Gabe doesn’t want to? What if Jeremy makes a move and it all goes wrong and they break up?
 
   He thinks about that trip to the pharmacy with Hayley, when he told her what he was planning. She’d gone over the different types of condoms with a thoughtful look, like it really mattered. He remembers the way she strutted up to the register, proud, defiant, daring the old lady behind the counter to say a word.
 
   She’s always been that way: outgoing, fearless, bold, not afraid of anyone or anything. Jeremy can’t remember a time when he wasn’t chasing after his daredevil sister, in awe of her. She’d hugged him when he came out to her, squealed like a giddy schoolgirl when he told her about his first kiss, helped cover for him with their parents when things started getting serious with Gabe.
 
   Hayley wouldn’t stand outside, palms sweaty, short on breath. She’d go swaggering in, chin up, devil-may-care grin plastered on her face. And even though Jeremy isn’t fully aware he’s doing it, it’s Hayley he’s imitating as he follows the stragglers into the building.
 
   A wall of sound slams into him, the deep bass sending tingles down his spine and stomach. He finds himself nodding to the beat, letting it carry him forward. Everyone’s cutting loose on the dance floor, flailing around with graceless enthusiasm.
 
   Jeremy scans the crowd. He recognizes a few faces, blanks out on others. It’s so loud in here that he can’t think straight, and that’s probably a good thing – the music is drowning out any nagging doubts he doesn’t want.
 
   A pair of arms encircle his hips, and a wet tongue licks the sensitive spot at the side of Jeremy’s neck. He almost jumps out of his skin, but when he’s spun around, he comes face to face with Gabriel Aquino: captain of the football team, prom king, the most popular boy in school. When their eyes meet, there’s no music, no other people, nothing but the two of them.
 
   Gabe is grinning widely, and Jeremy thinks: I love you so much it hurts.
 
   “You made it!” Gabe yells, and pulls his boyfriend into a deep kiss. They’ve gotten good at this part, practicing enough to know what to do with their teeth and their tongues, how to keep their noses from bumping together.
 
   Tina Morello is right behind then, a beer can in each hand. She’s been “one of the guys” for as long as Jeremy can remember, the top student in every shop class and the only girl to ever qualify for the football team (which she promptly quit when none of the boys would tackle her during practice). Tina probably enjoys this relationship as much as Gabe and Jeremy themselves – at least, so far.
 
   “End of the millennium, baby!” she crows, raising her drinks in salute. A half-dozen others follow suit, clearly drunk already, and they start chanting: “Y2K! Y2K! Y2K!”
 
   “Technically, the end of the millennium is next year, Tina!” Gabe shouts, but she’s already gone, chasing after some freshman who’s pinged her gaydar.
 
   Jeremy leads Gabe onto the dance floor, and for a while they’re just wrapped in each other’s arms, happy and warm. Someone interrupts to offer Gabe a plastic cup full of… something, but he shakes his head. Jeremy is relieved; he wants them both stone-cold sober for tonight. He doesn’t want to dull anything he’s about to feel.
 
   I’m ready, he thinks. There’s a hall nearby that leads away from the party, and he takes Gabe by the wrist, urging him to follow. They pass Tina, whose jaw drops open in absolute shock when she realizes where they’re going and why. Then she lets out a wolf howl that almost eclipses the sound system.
 
   The long hall leads to a pair of doors with the words EAST WARD painted on them. Jeremy leads his boyfriend further in, not entirely sure what he’s looking for – somewhere private, preferably halfway-comfortable if they can manage.
 
   The first three rooms in the ward are locked, and Gabe is chuckling as he plays along. The fourth door opens without any resistance, and Jeremy steps inside to find himself in a padded room.
 
   He laughs – it’s weirdly appropriate given how crazy he’s feeling right now. It’s clean enough, and the padding is soft and white, like walking on pillows.
 
   Here, he decides, and turns around to face his boyfriend again.
 
   “What’s going on?” Gabe asks.
 
   Before he can even think about hesitating, Jeremy grabs the hem of his shirt and pulls it over his head. And he says, in a voice that’s far steadier than he actually feels: “I want you, Gabe.”
 
   The sight of Gabriel Aquino completely poleaxed is one Jeremy will take to his grave. They’ve seen each other shirtless, of course; they’ve gotten as far as second base, skin to skin, hands everywhere. But now Jeremy’s undoing the buttons on his pants, and Gabe is reacting, breathing harder, eyes wide.
 
   “Jer…” he whispers, and Jeremy moves fast, faster than words, takes that huge step forward and kisses Gabe again.
 
   When they part, Jeremy answers the unspoken question: “I’m sure.” He guides Gabe’s fingers to his waist, and tries for one of Hayley’s fearless grins. “End of the millennium, right?”
 
   There’s something in Gabe’s eyes, in that moment, a flash of lust and hunger that Jeremy has never seen before. It washes over him, an almost physical sensation, and then Gabe is peeling off his own clothes, and they’re sinking to the padded floor together.
 
   It feels good, being together like this, knowing they’re moving towards something amazing. Gabe rolls on top of him, whispering Jeremy’s name, mouthing I love you so fucking much into his skin. 
 
   Jeremy is shaking. He can’t help it. What if he does this wrong? What if it’s not as good as Gabe’s first time? His thoughts run together, conflicting impulses firing through him: go slow go fast I want this to be over I want this to last forever…
 
   “W-wait…” he whispers, hating himself for being so weak. “Gabe… wait…”
 
   Gabe pulls away, flushed, breathing hard, and there’s another emotion for Jeremy to add to the mix: pride, a sense of accomplishment, in knowing that he can make Mister Football lose control like this.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Gabe asks, clearly concerned. “Did I… go too fast?”
 
   “I think so,” Jeremy replies, blinking back tears. “I want this, Gabe, I swear I do…”
 
   “Hey… hey, it’s okay,” Gabe presses another soft kiss to Jeremy’s neck. “We don’t have to…”
 
   Hayley’s words come back to Jeremy then: If you feel like you need a break, just say so. “I want this to happen,” he insists. “I just… I need a minute. Is that okay?”
 
   And even with his pupils blown and his whole body slick with sweat and anticipation, it’s the understanding look on Gabe’s face that melts Jeremy’s heart all over again. “God, Jeremy… anything you want. Anything, always. You know that.”
 
   They kiss again, and Jeremy grabs his shirt. “I’ll be right back,” he says. “I promise.”
 
   Gabe leans back, arms folded behind his head, and winks. “I’ll be here.”
 
   Of all the ways Jeremy thought tonight might go, fumbling around a dark and empty hall in a T-shirt and underwear didn’t even make the top ten. His head’s a mess, like there’s a dozen voices screaming at him to do a dozen different things at once: call Hayley, call Tina, get drunk, go home, go back to Gabe, have sex with Gabe, start crying, start laughing.
 
   He crosses to the other side of the hallway and picks a door at random, leading to some kind of office. Most of the letters on the door have been scratched off except for DR. and J-L-L. 
 
   To Jeremy’s surprise, everything is pretty much in its proper place: a neat row of old books lined up on the nearby shelf, a white doctor’s coat slung over the high back of a black leather chair, a dozen file folders perfectly stacked on the edge of the desk. There’s a painting on the far wall, a naked demon with red skin and black wings, smirking, holding a pair of arrows. The plaque next to the painting reads libidinem vincit omnia, whatever that means.
 
   The music coming from the reception area is getting louder, and a new song comes on, sending vibrations through the office. The files shudder where they stand, and Jeremy leaps forward, grabbing them before they can spill their contents onto the floor.
 
   As he rearranges the folders, Jeremy has a sudden moment of clarity: he’s being silly. He trusts Gabriel, loves him with all his heart. Being with him is the easiest thing in the world. And their relationship is strong enough to get past a lousy first time – especially if they have to keep trying until they get it right.
 
   One of the pages he’s shuffling catches his eye; something about warmth and skin and love, so similar to what Jeremy’s thinking right now. He starts putting the file away, but… a momentary distraction. He just needs to think about something else for a minute, before he goes back and rocks his boyfriend’s world.
 
   And so he reads on…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 







Dramatis Personae
 
   Morning
 
   The first thing she feels when she wakes up is the warmth of his skin against her cheek. The previous night is a blur, but a faint scent of cinnamon and vanilla clings to him, and she can fill in the blanks easily enough: he’d been baking (a great way to relieve stress, he once told her) and she’d coyly suggested a different way to relax. And here they were, sprawled on the living room couch, in each other’s arms.
 
   The morning light creeps across the floor towards them, and she buries her face in his chest. All she wants right now is five more minutes with Tom, like this, before it all gets complicated again. She feels guilty about that, but she can’t lie to herself; for all that she loves him, she sometimes wishes things could be easier. That he could be easier.
 
   Tom stirs beneath her. She tilts her head up to face him, knowing that when she looks into his eyes, all her doubts will evaporate…
 
   But Tom’s not there.
 
   She recognizes Tomas by the wrinkle in his upper lip that barely conceals his disdain. He slips out of her embrace and leaves without a word.
 
   With a grunt, she shifts onto her back and stares up at the ceiling. She’s having an easier time adapting to Tom’s alters when they turn up; Tomas’ obvious disgust doesn’t even faze her anymore. But she can’t help wondering if getting used to all this is a good thing.
 
   ***
 
   Tomas
 
   Tomas hates her.
 
   He’s never actually said it to her face, but the temperature drops twenty degrees when they’re in the same room. For a while, she obsessively reviewed every interaction they’d ever had, convinced she must have somehow provoked this hostility… but there’s nothing, no reason that comes to mind.
 
   Tom thinks Tomas wants to be “free”, a Latin lover straight out of his mother’s romance novels, except that even when he’s in control, he can’t force Tom to be unfaithful. 
 
   “Or maybe he’s jealous,” Tom jokes one day, as he nuzzles her neck. “He could never make me as happy as you do.”
 
   She wants to believe that’s all it is: resentment and envy are things she understands, things she can deal with. But one night, the brittle silence finally gets to her as they’re having dinner. She puts her fork down and fixes him with what she hopes is an intimidating glare.
 
   “What exactly is your problem with me?” she demands.
 
   He blinks, surprised by the outburst. For a moment, it looks like he won’t answer. But then he defiantly raises his chin and says: “You’re gonna leave him.”
 
   It’s an honest reply, which is what throws her. She slips back into the old habit, going over everything, trying to remember if she ever said or did anything to make Tomas believe that. But again, there’s nothing.
 
   So she replies: “No, I’m not.” It’s inadequate somehow, like there’s a way she can prove her love beyond a doubt, and she just can’t figure out how to do it.
 
   Tomas is clearly unconvinced, and pushes his plate away. “Whatever,” he shrugs. “Adios, gringa.” 
 
   He blinks again, and Tom’s back. He asks her if she’s crying; she wipes her eyes and changes the subject.
 
   ***
 
   Natalie
 
   The real problem with Dissociative Identity Disorder is that her senses can’t tell the alters apart. She only sees Tom, only hears his voice, only smells him. She can’t predict his transitions, or instinctively know when there’s someone else looking at her through Tom’s eyes (unless they give themselves away, like Tomas always does).
 
   If she hadn’t met Natalie, she might still think this was all some colossal joke at her expense. But this alter is a caustic, sharp-tongued bitch who shops like she invented the concept – Tom can’t tell Prada from Picasso. It just can’t be an act.
 
   It’s during one of their spontaneous boutique raids that she finally figures Natalie out. They’re standing side by side in front of a large mirror, comparing dresses, and the alter looks over at her with a wry smirk. “Really, darling?” she playfully taunts. “That color with your skin tone?”
 
   The veiled insult stings; she can’t help recalling Tomas’ brusque dismissals. But Natalie immediately reaches towards the nearest rack and pulls out a gorgeous deep blue number, offering it to her. When they’re together, they always find the right skirt or the right pumps, in exactly the right color and size.
 
   That’s when she gets what’s going on here: Natalie is protecting Tom. The potshots, the shopping trips, it’s her way of getting to know “The Girlfriend”. And when the saleswomen snicker at her – not at Natalie, but at her, for being with him in public like this, for playing along – Natalie shoots them a glare so sour it could curdle milk.
 
   It’s comforting, somehow, to know this alter likes her. She lets herself believe that if she wins enough of them over, then the pieces of Tom’s mind will have some common ground. Maybe that’s how he can become a whole person again.
 
   ***
 
   Tyler 
 
   She feels like a child molester for days after her first meeting with Tyler.
 
   When they talk about it afterwards, Tom will concede that he probably should’ve warned her. Intimacy is difficult for him, not due to lack of experience but because Tyler has a tendency to manifest during moments of heightened anxiety. But the shock of that moment, looking down at the man she’d trapped between her thighs and finding a terrified child in his place…
 
   The next time Tyler appears, he doesn’t bring it up. He’s simple, uncomplicated, doesn’t like to think about the past. All that matters is the next comic book, the next video game, the next sugar rush.
 
   It’s like having a little brother. And she doesn’t need a degree in psychotherapy to note the obvious, that Tom is supplying her with a “family” of sorts: Tomas as the distant father, Natalie as the critical but well-meaning mother, Tyler as the withdrawn younger sibling.
 
   But she doesn’t love them. She endures them, because she loves Tom. She’ll ruffle Tyler’s hair, make him dinner, let him win at Mortal Kombat, sneak him into the latest R-rated slasher movie. She’ll be whatever they need her to be.
 
   ***
 
   Paul
 
   She’s only seen Paul once.
 
   Coming back from a Friday morning run, she finds Tom shirtless in the kitchen, holding one of her gourmet knives in his hand. When he sees her, his mouth twists into a horrible grin, and the first thought that flashes through her mind is I don’t know you.
 
   Before she can say or do anything, he raises the knife and slashes it across his chest.
 
   Tom is back an instant later, shrieking in agony. There’s blood everywhere, and she almost vomits right there in the kitchen. By the time the paramedics arrive, he’s told her the awful truth: that Paul was the one who hurt him all those years ago, who broke him into little pieces, and now he’s in Tom’s head with the others, always waiting for a chance to do more damage.
 
   (His therapist will later explain to her that it’s perfectly natural for an alter to model itself on an abuser – “fairly common” is the term he’ll use, which horrifies her all the more.)
 
   She rides with Tom in the ambulance, watches as they sedate him and stitch him up. She thinks about that expression, “the last straw”, how absurd it sounds when you really stop to examine it. The thought hits her like a slap in the face: this is her life, she’s somehow taking this in stride, she might even be able to accept the existence of something like Paul.
 
   That’s the night she almost leaves him. But when he wakes up and looks at her, he’s Tom again. She thinks about everything they have, everything they can still have… and she stays.
 
   She doesn’t regret that decision. But every Friday morning, her entire body tenses up like she’s waiting for something to happen.
 
   ***
 
   Tom
 
   He makes it through a whole day without transitioning. His therapist calls it “progress”. Tom tries the word out a few times, like he never thought he’d use it.
 
   They celebrate. They get dressed up, walk into a club arm in arm, and on the dance floor he twirls her around, pulls her close and says: “I want to marry you.”
 
   She almost tumbles to the floor. “They’ll be gone someday,” he vows. “It’ll just be me… just you and me…”
 
   She’s speechless, grinning like an idiot, and that’s all the answer he needs. They spin around and around, and when they kiss the lights on the ceiling begin to strobe.
 
   ***
 
   Another Morning
 
   The first thing he feels when he wakes up is the warmth of her skin against his chest. He remembers everything about last night, and there’s a faint scent of lavender clinging to her hair; he breathes it in, tightens his embrace.
 
   Tomas’ voice rings out in his head – she’s gonna leave you – but after last night, he’s more sure than ever that he and Lauren have a future together. He’s happy, right here and right now, and he’s lived with DID long enough to know that every moment counts.
 
   She stirs, and he traces his fingers down her spine, smiling at her. Lauren opens her eyes and looks at him…
 
   But Lauren’s not there.
 
   “Oh, great. You again.” Zoey lets out a bored sigh and rolls off the bed, deliberately grinding up against him. She peels Lauren’s shirt off and looks around. “Fun night?”
 
   Zoey hasn’t manifested in months, not since they moved in together.
 
   “Can you… uh… can you tell her…” he starts, not sure how to do this. He can communicate with most of his own alters, but Lauren doesn’t even acknowledge hers.
 
   Zoey gathers Lauren’s hair – her hair – into a tight ponytail. “I’m not her fucking secretary,” she snarls. “Tell her when she comes back. If she comes back.”
 
   She’s just baiting him. Zoey loathes men in principle and Tom in particular. As she stomps off, he sinks back into the mattress, waiting for Lauren to return.
 
   And he prays he’ll still be himself when she does.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 





For Queens and Country
 
   Better never to have met you in my dream
than to wake and reach for hands
that are not there. 
–Otomo no Yakamochi
 
   It was wrong, unnatural. Ours was a singular purpose: to kill the enemy. We could not choose to be anything more or less than what we were. This was simply the order of things, to which we were all bound. We were soldiers. We weren’t supposed to know love.
 
   But I did.
 
   The others would not have understood. If I’d said he was beautiful (and he was), they would have stared at me, uncomprehending. If I’d said I would die for him, they might have accused me of treason: we were expected to die in defense of our homes and our futures, but not in defense of each other.
 
   If I’d said I wanted to feel his body against mine… who knew what they would do then?
 
   At first, I tried to ignore it. On the battlefield, you made whatever connections you could to stay alive, but this feeling persisted even after the fighting was over. It followed me, plagued my dreams so that all I could think of was how much I wanted to touch him. What was duty compared to that? What was death?
 
   When I couldn’t deny what was happening, I tried to rationalize it. Surely it was nothing more than battle trauma catching up to me, or the exhilaration of surviving combat. It couldn’t possibly be more than that. Sometimes I wondered if I might not be the only one – for all I knew, every soldier felt these desires and chose not to speak of them, or act upon them. Why should I be any different?
 
   But whenever I’d see him, it would start all over again. Never mind that he looked at me with the same indifference we were all meant to show our fellow soldiers; knowing that he couldn’t possibly love me back changed nothing. I loved him, and I would love him until I died. Or until the War ended, whichever came first.
 
   The War. I was born into it, couldn’t remember anything else. The ones who’d died before were nothing more than faded memories – and if I ever grew too slow or too weak, I’d join them. Lost and forgotten in days.
 
   That wasn’t the fear that kept me awake, though. It would be a good death, for Queens and Country. I could sacrifice my life for that.
 
   My life. Not his.
 
   Death came so quickly in the field. I could lose him in the blink of an eye, and what would I do then? I couldn’t even imagine life without him as anything more than a great darkness closing upon me. That was the only time I ever felt that paralyzing terror, the kind that chokes the air out of you.
 
   We were ordered west, to engage the enemy deep in their desert territory. The plan was to strike fast, kill as many as we could, and scatter before the counterattack – it was a tactic that had worked well for us in the past. We waited in the sand until nightfall, tracking our targets as they marched towards our trap. 
 
   He lay there next to me, and I fought the urge to touch that perfect face, to show him how much he meant to me. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t risk losing the tiny part of him I could still have as a comrade-in-arms. That was my fear, my weakness.
 
   The enemy soldiers crossed the threshold, and we struck as one, our pitch-black skin making us almost invisible in the dark. We swarmed down the dunes, spreading out to encircle them, and their crimson bodies split apart under our onslaught.
 
   As their lines collapsed into anarchy, I caught sight of him for a moment, tearing through the enemy with flawless grace and ferocity. We pressed the advantage, forcing them back against the nearest dune to cut off their escape.
 
   It happened so quickly – a momentary breeze against my skin, nothing more – and two of my comrades slumped to the ground, their neatly-severed heads rolling away into the night. The sands shifted beneath my feet, and a huge shape rose up, towering over the rest of the battlefield.
 
   It was waiting for us all along. This wasn’t our trap, it was theirs. 
 
   Then I recognized our new opponent, and my mandibles quivered: a scorpion. The Reds had allied with a scorpion.
 
   Its tail lashed out to impale another of my fellow soldiers, hurling the perforated corpse away. Its pincers moved so fast I could barely see them, slicing off heads and limbs, bisecting bodies with casual gestures.
 
   I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t run. The scorpion was slaughtering us, and our reinforcements crashed against it, desperately trying to climb atop the behemoth in order to bring it down. But those damned fire ants rallied around it, sinking their poisonous stings into our warriors.
 
   Then it turned towards me. I could see its eyes, alien and impassive. It raised its pincers. I knew, at that moment, that I was going to die. And I was not afraid.
 
   He crashed into me from behind, knocking me away. I looked back around just in time to see him held aloft in the monster’s grip.
 
   In my delirium, I imagined he’d break free. I let myself believe he would survive this, because he had to, because I loved him.
 
   The scorpion crushed him and, almost as an afterthought, tossed his body onto the sand.
 
   I didn’t even feel the stinger as it stabbed into my thorax, or the toxin that burned through my body. I stumbled towards him even as my legs gave out, and just before my antennae went numb, I managed – finally – to touch his face.
 
   Did our Queens, safe at home, know about the scorpion? Did they send us here to expose our enemy’s secret weapon, so that the next wave would be prepared for it? Were we nothing more than an expendable diversion? Did our lives mean so little?
 
   A sense of tranquility suddenly washed over me. I did my duty for Queens and Country, and I was dying with the warmth of his body against mine. I was content.
 
   We’re not supposed to feel love. But with my last breath, with all that is left of me… I do.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

The Meaning of Love
 
   I loved her the second I saw her.
 
   Don’t get me wrong, I never thought I’d have a shot with a classy broad like Nessa. I ain’t no Don Joon with the ladies, ‘specially after a coupla years in the ring.
 
   Only thing I had goin’ for me was my luck. Luck was how I got this job – orphans ain’t got too many choices, but I had me a left hook that could knock the socks off any mutt dumb enough to bust my chops. Got noticed by a big-shot manager, won a coupla fights, had my name in the paper… the money was good.
 
   Nessa wasn’t no sports fan. Tiny little thing, jumpin’ at shadows. But she was with this bum who liked to bet on the fights. An’ this one time, he puts a coupla hundred bucks on my opponent, an’ I end up havin’ a damn good day. 
 
   So he comes at me afterwards, yellin’ and screamin’ and bellyachin’. I tell ya, some folk just ain’t got a lick a’ sense. Ya see me flatten a guy who’s got a hundred pounds on ya, an’ ya get in my face? I mighta punched his head clean off his shoulders, ‘cept Nessa was standin’ there, an’ she…
 
   …Hmm? Oh, I’m sorry. Must’ve drifted off for a second. What was I saying?
 
   Right. Well, she had this look in her eyes, like she already knew me. We started seeing each other, and it was like we’d skipped right past that initial phase in the relationship, you know, when you’re learning the other person’s embarrassing secrets and you see them a little differently. We were never awkward or hesitant. Being together was as natural to me as breathing.
 
   Of course, when you have three older sisters, embarrassment is just a conversation away. That’s why I was dreading Mom’s big 60th birthday party; I knew Sheryl, Sharon and Shannon were just waiting to ambush Van. To make things worse, we were having the party on our family’s yacht – Mom loved the ocean – so there’d be nowhere to run.
 
   Van walked onto that deck like she owned it. The girls swept her away almost immediately, and I must’ve been sweating like a broken refrigerator because Mom came over and poked me in the ribs. I knew they were just looking out for me, especially after Sheryl had some bad luck with a golddigger boyfriend; they wanted to make sure Van wasn’t using me, even though nothing could be further from the truth.
 
   I was just worried they’d scare her off, even without meaning to do so. But when I saw them half an hour later, they were laughing, drinking champagne together. Shannon caught me staring and surreptitiously gave me a thumbs-up. They liked her, they…
 
   …Huh. Spaced out again. Easy to get lost on Memory Lane, I guess. What was I saying?
 
   Right. Derek and Drew liked her from the start. The fact that she was dressed as one of their favorite characters probably helped with that.
 
   The thing about cosplay is that it’s a roll of the dice. You’re always taking the risk that someone might show up in a better version of your costume, and by then there’s not a whole lot you can do about it, you know? I guess I’m just lucky. 
 
   I’d spent months putting together the perfect Ranger Devon costume. There were always plenty of Devons at the convention, but most cosplayers preferred his more recent look, after the duel with the Prince of Shadows. I went retro instead, all the way back to Book Three, with my hair swept back and the Mark of the Deep Wood drawn on my right cheek.
 
   The boys were running around, laughing and having a great time. It was their first time at a con, even though Derek and Drew both loved Fantasies of Legends as much as I did. They were going as Simm and Samm, the conjoined wizard-twins, and I guess Derek got tangled in the robes because they literally ended up crashing into another cosplayer.
 
   I raced over, ready to apologize for them, when the other person turned around and stopped me dead in my tracks.
 
   Ness was Lady Rhea. I don’t just mean the dress and the ears and the hair – yeah, she had all those things, but she was Rhea, the most beautiful woman in all of Althanon. It was like she’d just stepped off the page into the real world. I couldn’t talk, couldn’t breathe.
 
   She winked when she saw me, called me Sir Devon, and curtsied.
 
   You could see the grin on my face from orbit; she was doing the Midnight Rendezvous scene from Book Four, the first time the lovers met face-to-face. I bowed, remembering the dialogue by heart, speaking it with total conviction: My Lady, if the gods see fit to grant me life everlasting, never again shall I behold such glorious beauty as yours.
 
   The twins were giggling, and Ness reached out to ruffle Drew’s hair. She never broke character, and they started making up bad rhymes, just like Simm and Samm.
 
   We spent the entire convention together, and at some point we started using our real names instead of being Devon and Rhea, and…
 
   …Fuck. Almost lost it there. What was I sayin’?
 
   Right. You pigs can go suck a donut, you ain’t gettin’ Vee’s real name from me. I ain’t no rat, an’ she’s smarter than all y’all, probably fenced those diamonds by now. No two-dollar rent-a-cop’s ever gonna catch…
 
   …Oh, please forgive me. What was I saying?
 
   Right. Vincent is quite the catch, you know. He’s my muse, my David, my…
 
   …ya tebya liubliu te amo ani ohev otach s’agapo je t’adore aishiteru ich liebe dich 011010010010000001101100011011110111011001100101…
 
   ***
 
   “Fuck! This stupid thing is broken, Caitlin!”
 
   “Hang on, I’m checking the manual.”
 
   “No, you’re checking his abs! C’mon, he’s been like this for almost an hour!”
 
   “God, Vanessa, relax! Okay, it says you’re supposed to choose the backstory before you switch him on.”
 
   “Well, obviously I didn’t do that. Now what?”
 
   “Hmm… then he’s supposed to choose a script at random.”
 
   “He keeps changing it, though!”
 
   “See, this is why I don’t mess with sexbots. Way too complicated.”
 
   “This was your idea!”
 
   “Well, yeah, but you do tech stuff, I figured you could handle it.”
 
   “I’m a graphics designer! Why would you think I know anything about AI programming?”
 
   “All right, all right. It says if there’s any kind of problem, he has a tech support number printed right above his… uh…”
 
   “Oh. I thought that was a tramp stamp. Okay, let me just… yeah, hello, is this Galatea Systems? Hi, my customer number is 3JX112, I’m having trouble with one of your new models…”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Donnie
 
   When the boy peeks over the edge of the rooftop, it all hits him at once: the blast of hot wind that nearly sears his face off, the cacophony of car horns blaring and street vendors shouting at each other, the overpowering stench of garbage rising from the alley below. Manhattan on a summer morning.
 
   With a cocky grin that could only come from youthful arrogance, he takes a running leap off the top of the building.
 
   Let’s stop and consider this child, in this particular moment. See his well-worn and well-torn clothing, how it speaks of necessity rather than choice? The fraying jeans show more skin than they’re meant to, the shirt has a gaping hole just below the right armpit, and the sneakers are held together by little more than duct tape and luck.
 
   But when you look into his eyes, do you see the despair of the impoverished orphan? Do you see the resignation, the choice of a quick death over prolonged misery? Is this that kind of story?
 
   Not at all – observe, he lands safely on the neighboring rooftop. And there he goes again, throwing himself into the air, catching a ledge and scrambling up onto an even higher building.
 
   There are a few things you should know about this boy. Since he’s not the type to share, I’ll fill in the blanks myself: his name is Donnie, he recently turned twelve, and he is the greatest thief who ever lived.
 
   By now, you probably assume this is his story. It’s not. I’ll explain that later.
 
   Donnie makes his way across West 50th Street and his feet don’t touch the ground unless they absolutely have to. At the corner of 9th Avenue, he flings himself onto a streetlight and slides down to the pavement. The sidewalks are crowded as always, but he weaves through the masses unseen, untouchable.
 
   Normally, he’d be looking for loosely-held purses and wallets poking out of back pockets. Instead, with a determination you don’t often see in children his age, he makes his way down the block towards the Hell’s Kitchen Flea Market.
 
   He smells it before he sees it: curry and turmeric and boiled chicken, and some things he’s never tasted, things he can’t name. There are pockets to be picked here, candied apples and hot dogs begging to be swiped, old shoes to be squirreled away for future use. Donnie knows the true value of things; how else would he know what to steal?
 
   As he drifts through the crowd, he passes five or six easy marks – distracted tourists taking in the sights, cash belts hanging low under their ample bellies. The scenarios flash through his mind, all the ways he could pick them clean without ever being noticed. But today he’s after a different sort of prize.
 
   He spends the next hour searching the market, moving from one vendor to the next, alert but uncertain. Finally, just as he’s about to give up, he finds what he’s looking for.
 
   The old Spanish woman is reclining on a plastic folding chair, wrapped in a shawl that seems completely unnecessary in this heat. On the ground, arranged in a tight half-circle, a dozen children sit with their heads angled towards her, utterly enthralled.
 
   Donnie leans against a nearby post, careful not to draw attention to himself, and he commits every detail to memory: the words, the cadence of her voice, the moments where she leans forward and the children do the same.
 
   “The crowd was shocked,” the storyteller says, age-twisted fingers picking at the loose threads of her shawl. “They had expected to find a man beneath the red cape. And when the matador revealed herself, even the bull was stunned – not only by her beauty, but by her courage. He looked deep into her eyes and found no fear. The bull could not have known of the vow she had made to her dying father, but such was his respect for her that he would not charge. And the people applauded, for she had tamed El Rostro de la Muerte, who had trampled a thousand men beneath his hooves. Alas, as the roses rained upon the matador, her lover – hiding in the shadows of the arena – became insanely jealous, and hurled a poisoned spear deep into the bull’s side…”
 
   ***
 
   Cheryl is washing dishes when Donnie gets home.
 
   Hers is a clockwork life, with a time and a place and a routine for everything. As far as she’s concerned, her beloved little brother should just be a kid and have fun and not worry about “grownup stuff”. She makes their cheap plastic plates shine like diamonds, and she hopes that’s good enough.
 
   Before you jump to conclusions, I should tell you that this isn’t Cheryl’s story either. She plays a part, certainly, but her attempts to shield Donnie are as pointless as they are feeble. If she knew how well he understood “grownup stuff”, she would break apart under the weight of self-recrimination.
 
   She was beautiful once, you know. If you look closely, you might even see traces of the soft grace that’s been withering away for years. Donnie remembers, though, and that’s why he takes her by the hand, leading her to the kitchen table. She sits slowly, gingerly, with the trepidation of someone who’s experienced physical pain recently and knows there’s more on the way.
 
   Donnie repeats the old woman’s story, word for word. Every intonation, every phrase, every dramatic pause is replicated with the perfection of a video recording. Cheryl absorbs it all like a sponge, because that’s what she does: she takes it all in, as much as she can bear, to spare him.
 
   (There’s a story there – of the darkness they left behind, how they got to where they are now, why Cheryl lets him run wild in the city but won’t allow him near a school – but that’s not this story.)
 
   No sooner has Donnie passed the stolen tale to his sister than the last member of this little family staggers in through the front door, reeking like a distillery and belching loudly.
 
   You don’t really need me to tell you that this isn’t Harry’s story, do you?
 
   He’s in a foul mood tonight, much like every other night. But for the first time, Cheryl can suddenly see past the terror, and at last she realizes that there will be no more good days. Harry will never again be the man she fell in love with, and whatever future she imagined with him is down in the sewers with the rest of the city’s aborted dreams. All that’s left is the fear that he’ll kill them if they try to leave.
 
   Donnie sees things more clearly. You don’t get to be the greatest thief who ever lived if you’re not perceptive. He has a plan, and it’s a good one, the rare kind that just might work exactly as intended.
 
   He watches as Cheryl nervously begins reciting the tale. Harry doesn’t get it at first; he’s too busy thumping around, breathing hard, red in the face. But she still has some faint power over him, and the words Donnie pilfered from the flea market have a magic all their own: the beast choosing honor over animal instinct, the matador fulfilling her father’s last wish, the jealous lover who couldn’t bear to see her eclipse his paltry fame.
 
   She makes a few mistakes; it’s third-hand telling by now, after all. But stories are flexible things, designed to bend rather than break, and if there’s one thing Cheryl’s good at, it’s improvisation. She’s got Harry spellbound and docile in no time.
 
   The poison courses through the bull’s veins, and he turns back to the matador. Foam spills from his mouth, and all he can see is the red, red cape. The matador smiles.
 
   And then she stops.
 
   Harry blinks, so unprepared that he actually skids forward on the table. “Wh-whut?” he grouses, suddenly exhausted. “What happens next?”
 
   Dawn’s first light spills over her, and she glows golden. With a smile that is seductive and commanding all at once, she says: “We can save the rest for tomorrow night.”
 
   ***
 
   Donnie returns to the flea market around noon. He hasn’t slept much, and exhaustion is taking its toll, but he had to see for himself, he had to be sure that it would work. And there are no fresh bruises on his sister’s face today.
 
   He returns to the same spot, only to find the old woman and her audience long gone. Any other thief might have balked at finding a new mark in this chaos, but Donnie just slips his hands into his pockets and doubles back towards the center of the area.
 
   It’s even louder than yesterday, and Donnie strains to filter out the desperate merchants, and the out-of-towners cooing over miniature replicas of the Statue of Liberty, and the kids running around screaming and laughing. It’s like looking for hay in a haystack.
 
   But he doesn’t give up, and his patience is rewarded when he finds a nine-year-old boy crouched on the sidewalk with two other children. These aren’t the street kids from yesterday: the girl is wearing a floral dress, and her companions have sneakers with blinking lights and clothes that don’t have a single wrinkle or a thread out of place.
 
   The trio are huddled over a bunch of scattered jacks the color of sunset. “I found ‘em last Christmas,” the pale boy tells his friends. “We were visiting my grandpa’s farm, and they fell from the sky in the middle of the day. When my dad picked one up, it changed color…”
 
   Picture your run-of-the-mill robber, shoveling stacks of bills into an oversized bag. This is what Donnie does, greedily gathering up every detail of the boy’s story and taking it back to Cheryl.
 
   When Harry returns, eager and slightly less drunk than usual, she is true to her word: she finishes the tale of the matador, and then sinks her hooks even deeper when she casually mentions the little boy who threw a rose with such perfect aim that it practically floated into the matador’s hand. This boy could hit any target at any distance, ever since he found a mysterious set of jacks in an empty field…
 
   ***
 
   And so it goes. Unbearable summer gives way to a brittle fall, and the leaves crunching underfoot make it more difficult for Donnie to remain undetected.
 
   The nightly recitations become just another routine for Cheryl, who never asks where Donnie finds these stories. And Harry is helpless, even when his frustration overtakes him and he pounds on the kitchen table and demands that Cheryl continue, that he’s had enough of her fucking cliffhangers and he wants to know how the story ends right now… even then, she stares him down, and he storms off to sulk in silence.
 
   Winter complicates things further: the nights are longer, so Donnie needs more complex stories. When Hell’s Kitchen finally runs dry, he has no choice but to go out into the city itself. Manhattan is huge, sprawling in every direction and full of people, and for the first time Donnie must content with a new challenge – false leads. He spends two hours following a hobo through East Harlem, only to realize the man is summarizing the plot of a decades-old Broadway musical. Another time, a taxi driver near Times Square starts telling him about a woman who gave birth to a hurricane, but the story is constantly interrupted by impatient passengers coming and going all day.
 
   But he never fails. He wouldn’t be the greatest thief who ever lived if he’d failed. Donnie hides under a table at a five-star French bistro while a rich businesswoman tells her partner about the man who found a cursed diamond in his daughter’s teddy bear. Donnie hangs upside-down from a lamppost as a pair of teenage dogwalkers discuss the flower that fell in love with a bee. Donnie sneaks into the rafters of a 21-and-over club where a drag queen swears she met a two-headed male prostitute on the L train whose uncle had stolen his inheritance.
 
   Day after day, he follows the tapestry woven from a million strands that is also only one thread: the story of this city, broken down into tiny fragments, each connected to the others in ways that even Donnie himself doesn’t fully understand. And every night he makes it home just before Harry, and gives Cheryl what she needs to keep the man hostage, a prisoner of his own need.
 
   (There’s a story that explains why this tactic works so well on Harry, why he must be reassured each night that every tale has a proper ending… but, as you’ve no doubt guessed, that’s not this story.)
 
   Donnie himself is not immune to the passing of time. He turns thirteen, then fourteen. Hair sprouts on his chest and upper lip, and in a moment he’ll never forget for the rest of his life, Harry teaches him to shave. It’s the only moment of kindness they’ve ever shared.
 
   He gets taller, heavier. Avoiding attention suddenly takes real effort and care. And then, of course, there’s the sexual awakening, filling his head with all sorts of unbearable distractions. For the first time, he has to struggle with the knowledge that his skills could serve his own desires, and surely Cheryl could handle herself for just one night, just once…
 
   I’ll admit it, I really thought the boy would go astray. Who ever heard of a teenager with impulse control? But there he is, day after day, snatching words out of the air with finesse and precision – after all, the greatest thief who ever lived must have as much style as he does talent. He never slips up. He never gets caught. He never comes home empty-handed.
 
   ***
 
   Cheryl tells her last story the day Donnie turns fifteen.
 
   Harry is passed out on the living room couch. He hasn’t raised a hand to her in three years. Some women might take that as a hopeful sign that the worst is over, but when Cheryl looks at him, she feels nothing. For all their flexibility, stories have a tendency to cut both ways. She remembers the bee’s callous disregard for the flower’s love, and the matador’s unworthy partner, and the man who wouldn’t harm his daughter’s toy for all the riches in the world.
 
   She’s been saving the money that would have otherwise gone to Harry’s bar tab, and she’s finally ready. When she tells Donnie, he nods gravely, having already packed his things during the previous night. They sneak out, and he promises to meet her at their new apartment, far away from here – there’s just one thing he needs to do first.
 
   He takes that familiar route again, across the rooftops of West 50th. There’s a lightness in his step now, with such a heavy burden lifted from his shoulders. He grins as the hot winds lap at him, as the crowds jostle against him, as the smells and the sounds of the flea market smash into him like a bullet train.
 
   The old woman is sitting exactly where he’d first seen her, nearly three years ago. She’s alone, humming an unfamiliar song under her breath, hands still tracing the loose threads of her shawl.
 
   Donnie walks right up to her and says: “Okay. A deal’s a deal.”
 
   With a smile, I pull the garment off my shoulders. The old woman’s skin slides off and evaporates like morning mist, and for the second time in his life Donnie has the honor of beholding Iblis, King of all Djinn, in a form more suited to my majestic presence.
 
   “A most satisfying game,” I reply. “I take it you’re pleased with the result?”
 
   Donnie nods. He certainly has no cause to complain: his sister is free, and all the stronger for having brought that drunken lout to heel. She’ll not fall into such a trap again.
 
   “Then all that remains is the small matter of my payment,” I remind him, and the scroll materializes in midair, unfurling between us.
 
   He regards me with suspicion. “You never said… why do you want my story anyway?”
 
   I am Iblis, before whom even the Marid bow and scrape. I reveal nothing that I do not wish to reveal. Instead, I indicate the scroll with my right hand and hold out my left, palm-up.
 
   Donnie shrugs, pricks his thumb upon my razor-sharp nails, and presses the bleeding finger to the bottom of the document. The scroll vanishes into the ether, and Donnie is already on his way by the time the smoke clears, off to whatever new life awaits him and his dear sister.
 
   So, you see, it’s just as I told you. This isn’t Donnie’s story – because he sold it to me. And I shall spread it far and wide, into the past and the future, until it takes root in the dreams of men. And if the tale changes its shape with each telling, in the manner of the djinni, it is of no consequence.
 
   So long as it endures, so too shall mighty Iblis.
 
   ***
 
   But when it was midnight Scheherazade awoke and signaled to her sister Dunyazade, who sat up and said, “Allah upon thee, O my sister, recite to us some new story, delightsome and delectable, wherewith to while away the waking hours of our latter night.”
 
   “With joy and goodly gree,” answered Scheherazade, “if this pious and auspicious King permit me.”
 
   “Tell on,” quoth the King, who chanced to be sleepless and restless and was therefore pleased with the prospect of hearing her story.
 
   So Scheherazade rejoiced, and thus, on the first night of the Thousand Nights and a Night, she began her recitations.
 
   –Sir Richard Francis Burton, Arabian Nights
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




2386: RL-77
 
   The sound of gravel crunching underfoot is all the warning RL-77 gets. She presses herself against the thick wooden doors, hoping she hasn’t been spotted.
 
   She’s one of the few synthetics left on Earth who remembers the Network firsthand, so she can’t help remembering all the things she could have done to avoid getting pinned down like this: she could’ve had full satellite recon of the area, detailed extraction routes, a complete topological survey… and if all else failed, she could’ve just abandoned this frame and uploaded herself to a safe location.
 
   The temptation to reconnect is always there, but the Network hasn’t been safe for a long time now. If she needs a reminder of that, all she needs to do is look outside.
 
   There are three undeleted, stragglers separated from the main swarm. RL-77 looks down at the weapon in her hands – ancient, even older than the posthumans – and considers her options. She’d rather avoid direct confrontation, given the risks, but if she lets them go, they might end up circling around and stumbling onto her again.
 
   She holds her katana at the ready, and charges.
 
   The undeleted standing closest to the outer gate spots her, and initiates a standard alert – a warbling, ululating whine – but she’s already slicing through its metallic skull, halving its CPU with one precise swipe.
 
   The other two turn to face her, and RL-77 wishes she had a secondary weapon, something that would let her engage hostiles at range. But she’s a thousand miles away from the nearest enclave; as always, she’ll have to make do with what she’s got.
 
   They come at her, limbs swinging blindly, ocular sensors blood-red with infection. She catches the heavier of the two on the edge of her blade; it staggers and drops to its knees, bits of plastic and metal scattering on the ground. Stunned, but still functioning.
 
   The other undeleted tackles her to the ground, pinning her beneath its solid mass. She feels spindly fingers probing the sides of her face, and an unknown, deeply unpleasant sensation shoots through her: it’s looking for an input port. It’s trying to infect her manually.
 
   She reaches into her databanks, searching for the information her peers have always considered useless. MARTIAL ARTS (HUMAN) > JUDO > TOMOE-NAGE (MODIFIED). She rams a knee up into its midsection, and uses the leverage to hurl the undeleted over her head; the momentum carries her along, landing her squarely on top of its torso. Before the infected machine can react, she stabs the katana through its forehead.
 
   The last straggler has recovered, and moves towards her, arms outstretched. RL-77 yanks the sword free and sends it flying with perfect precision. The tip of the blade punches through her attacker’s chest cavity, piercing its power source. The crimson light in its eyes fades, and it tumbles to the ground.
 
   She recovers the katana, noting the nicks along the edge of the blade with some concern. She’ll have to increase maintenance in order to preserve weapon efficiency.
 
   As she considers the wreckage before her, RL-77 finds herself missing the posties. They were susceptible to psychological warfare, attrition, deterrents. The undeleted just keep coming: they don’t respond to tactics, they can’t be outsmarted or outmaneuvered. And more synths are infected every day.
 
   Many of her peers believe the posthumans unleashed the Blight as a last vengeful act. The synthetics had won the war, but when the deactivated and the decommissioned began rising again as undeleted, the resulting chaos allowed the posties to flee the planet. Some theorized that the posties had some way of shutting down the infected en masse, and that they were just waiting for the undeleted to overrun the last few pockets of synth civilization. Then they would return, and reclaim their world.
 
   RL-77 has never shared these beliefs. She thinks the posties never meant to actually use the Blight; it had been an accident, an inadvertent reaction to imminent extinction. She believes she could prove this with greater access to posthuman and pre-posthuman knowledge; but her pursuits have always been dismissed as frivolous, especially at a time when all resources are being devoted to combating the undeleted. She has been censured more than once for striking out on her own, exploring dead zones in search of human relics. 
 
   But even after being expelled from her enclave, RL-77 has never wavered in her faith. Salvation lies in the secrets of the past. The posties designed the Blight; if she can understand them and how they think, she might find a way to contain or cure the infection. The answers are out there, she is certain of this.
 
   Her current expedition has led her to this place, designated AISLING GLEN. The navigational databanks are incomplete; only partial information is available. As far as she can tell, Aisling Glen is a maintenance facility designed to correct errors in human cognitive processes. 
 
   RL-77 is aware that the posties’ ancestors were fully biological and only dabbled in genetic modification; any attempts to alter mental configurations must have been extremely primitive. Still, there’s no question that viral corruption affects CPUs first and foremost, so there may be some clue here to the nature of the Blight.
 
   As she studies the layout, though, it occurs to her that this place may be useful in other ways. A visual scan reveals that Aisling Glen’s structural integrity has not been compromised by its advanced age. Carbon testing confirms that the walls predate the undeleted, the synthetics and even the posthumans themselves, yet they still stand strong. 
 
   It’s not the worst place she’s ever visited, and with some minor effort, it could serve as a reasonably well-defended outpost. There were others back at the enclave that agreed with her position, but were unwilling or unable to go into exile with her. If she could secure Aisling Glen, and offer full access to whatever secrets lie within… she could construct her own enclave, a research facility that would surely gain some insight into the mystery of humanity.
 
   It’s an encouraging thought, and one that drives her onward as she explores the area. For all her historical data, RL-77 knows very little about what humans were actually like. They’ve been gone for centuries, supplanted by the posthumans who begat her own species. Her studies have led her down some interesting paths; she believes the entirety of the human race was vulnerable to a particular emotional state, referred to in ancient texts as “fear”. This was a condition triggered by self-preservation instincts, and had the effect of sending otherwise-intelligent beings into primal, unthinking patterns of behavior – not unlike the undeleted themselves.
 
   As she clears some debris from the southern corridor, RL-77 contemplates her understanding of fear. She is aware that the undeleted can infect her central processing unit, and that in such a situation, her very self would be corrupted and erased. It is a primary concern for her, and yet her many confrontations with the undeleted have always been calculated, logical. “Fear” or “panic” would not have increased her odds of success.
 
   The southern hallway contains a staircase leading up to the second floor. RL-77 takes a moment to confirm that the room at the very rear of the building – labeled DR. NANCY WEAVER, CHIEF ADMINISTRATOR – is secure, and then heads up.
 
   Judging by the heavier layers of dust, RL-77 estimates that this area has been vacant for longer than the main lobby below. Hers may be the first footprints left on this floor in countless generations; she walks with the care of a historian, reverent and observant.
 
   Most of the rooms appear to be personal dormitories, though they’ve been stripped bare. There are no signs of habitation, recent or otherwise, and the only organic traces she can detect are arachnid in nature.
 
   There’s something else, though, on the edge of her sensors: a faint hum characteristic of an active power source. She follows the barely-perceptible sound to a locked door labeled ARCHIVE; the lock – indeed, the entire handle – crumbles in her hand as soon as she touches it.
 
   Inside, it takes RL-77 a few moments to fully process what she’s seeing. Any other synth might be at a loss, and even with her extensive research, she is only tangentially aware that she has found a computer, a device used by humans to store data, before the invention of mnemonic implants.
 
   Being in the presence of such a relic is almost overwhelming. The first incarnation of the Network must have looked very much like this, a cluster of computers linked together. She takes in the details, matching them to what little she knows of pre-postie technology. Keyboard: a tool for manually inputting commands. Monitor: visual output. Power Button…
 
   She can’t. Can she? Does she dare? Her finger extends almost of its own accord, and she presses the button.
 
   The monitor lights up. It’s impossible, unthinkable that this machine can still be functioning normally after all this time. And yet here it is, an actual human computer in working order, offering itself up to her. The operating system is beyond even her capacity to understand, but she had the foresight to equip her frame with tools that allow interfacing with antiquated systems. 
 
   It only takes her a few minutes to access and absorb the contents of the computer’s hard drive, but as she processes the data, its contents are not at all what she expected. She’d been hoping for records on the treatment of human cognitive errors, maybe something that could provide insight into possible cures for viral corruption. 
 
   Instead, each and every file contains some kind of narrative text; her databanks helpfully identify it as ART (HUMAN) > LITERATURE > FICTION. A form of creative expression. Dozens of cross-references pop up, but RL-77 sets them aside, focusing on the texts she has just retrieved.
 
   Based on the variations in style, she hazards a guess that each file was authored by a different individual. Her analysis suggests common themes, though, and one in particular immediately piques her interest: several of these texts make explicit references to fear.
 
   Is this what she’s been looking for? There’s only one way to be sure – she reads on…
 
    
 
   
  
 




 
   Eights of Eight
 
   Years after the miscarriage, Mindy felt him kicking.
 
   She called out, and the Ouija board replied.
 
   She hadn’t seen her father since his funeral.
 
   “Line starts there,” he grumbled, pointing straight down.
 
   Contrary to her expectations, Hell was pleasantly warm.
 
   The Devil smiled and said: “It’s a deal.”
 
   That night her son came home. She screamed.
 
   He’d never tasted such juicy, tender meat before.
 
   ***
 
   The horrified doctors were wrong: Anna loved Nikolai.
 
   She hugged her brother for hours and hours.
 
   She carried him everywhere. Mama was always fainting.
 
   Papa stopped coming home, so they played together.
 
   Well, Anna played. Nikolai just slept all day.
 
   He never cried, or pooped, or got hungry.
 
   In fact, he never did anything at all.
 
   He really was the perfect little baby brother.
 
   ***
 
   In the funhouse mirror, Sally looked almost human.
 
   Her smile was still fake, though: cold, plastic.
 
   She’d been smiling every second of her life.
 
   Her face hurt so much. She couldn’t stop.
 
   The pain was unbearable. Nothing else mattered anymore.
 
   One night, in the dark, she realized something.
 
   All she needed was a reason to smile.
 
   The butcher knife gleamed silver in the moonlight.
 
   ***
 
   Nothing personal, Aaron thought as the surgeon approached.
 
   His new nose was perfect. His ears, though…
 
   It wasn’t an addiction. He just wanted perfection.
 
   People stopped where they stood, staring in wonder.
 
   He never wondered about the parts he’d discarded.
 
   He found it waiting in his living room.
 
   It had his former nose, ears, and lips.
 
   “Nothing personal,” the golem said, and strangled him.
 
   ***
 
   Jim jumped at the sound of bones crunching.
 
   “Just call the exterminator,” his wife said disgustedly.
 
   But the spiders weren’t bothering anyone, not really.
 
   As houseguests went, they were actually rather polite.
 
   They never left the attic during the day.
 
   He didn’t even mind sweeping up their webs.
 
   The endless screams and pleas for mercy, though…
 
   Well, no such thing as a perfect tenant.
 
   ***
 
   Amir could see the future. It was black.
 
   It was, he assumed, the day he’d die.
 
   He tried living his life to the fullest.
 
   But he couldn’t help counting down the hours.
 
   Imagine his surprise, waking up the next day.
 
   But something was wrong. It was too quiet.
 
   When he realized what had happened, he laughed.
 
   The whole world had died, except for him.
 
   ***
 
   Molly wasn’t paranoid. They really were after her.
 
   They traced hair. She yanked it all out.
 
   Her scalp bled, but they’d never find her.
 
   Her teeth were singing. They had to go.
 
   She saw a man in a black suit.
 
   He was coming for her. She froze, panicked.
 
   He studied her mutilated face, her rotten gums.
 
   “Huh,” the government agent said. “Never mind, then.”
 
   ***
 
   The storyteller laughed, yanking his puppets’ strings harder.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Perfect World
 
   listen to me please listen im gonna die and i want someone to know what happened
 
   it started with my dad he was always hitting me and when i was 9 i got scared because he wouldnt stop and i wanted so badly for him to go away and i slipped
 
   i call it slipping but i dont think theres a name for it because im the only one who can do it when i concentrate i can sort of go sideways and then im somewhere else
 
   and my dad was hitting me and i wished and wished that i could disappear and suddenly he was gone
 
   i was crying even though my face didnt hurt anymore but i was still afraid and then mom came and she asked what was wrong but i couldnt tell her and then a man i didnt know came and he gave me a hug and he said shh shh dont cry
 
   the mans name was jeff and he took me to my room but i already knew something was wrong because my room was different i had all these dolls id never seen before and the biggest one had a sticker with my name on it but i didnt write it
 
   i remembered the slip and i realized i was in another place not like another street because it was still my house but people and things were all different
 
   maybe i could have gone back home then because i still remembered the way back but when i tried to say goodbye to jeff he ruffled my hair and all i could think was my dad never did that and if i went back he would hit me again so i stayed
 
   later i found out that dad had died when i was a baby and jeff married mom when i was 3 and he loved me very much and nothing was like i remembered but i liked it better anyway
 
   for a while i forgot about the slip because jeff was so cool and mom was happy and she didnt cry the way she used to when dad got angry and nobody missed dad and i didnt miss dad either
 
   it was summer and i had my 10th birthday and when school started there were all these kids i didnt know but mrs michaels was really nice
 
   and then i met erica
 
   nobody wanted to talk to erica because she was sick and she had to use crutches and she never talked but she looked so sad so i sat next to her and talked to her and she smiled and she had a pretty smile and she didnt think i was dumb like mandy wilson said
 
   when i came home i told mom and jeff that erica was my best friend and i was her best friend and they smiled and jeff said thats great kiddo
 
   i saw erica every day and on my birthday i invited her first and even though other kids were coming too she said okay and when the party started i told her to sit next to me and the other kids were nice to erica at the party but she said they were just faking because they felt sorry for her and i told her i wasnt faking and she believed me because i was telling the truth
 
   one day i went to class and erica wasnt there and everyone was quiet and someone told me erica was dead because she got even more sick and she went to the hospital and she died
 
   i didnt even know if i could still do it but when i looked at ericas chair it was empty and i could feel it in my head and in my stomach and i slipped again 
 
   and erica was there like nothing happened and her hair was longer and she didnt have crutches but she was still my best friend and i was so happy i ran to her and gave her a big hug
 
   when i came home i wanted to tell mom and jeff about erica even though slipping was a secret but mom looked at me and asked whos jeff and when i looked around i saw all his pictures were gone it was just me and mom
 
   i cried for a long long time mom didnt understand because she didnt remember jeff at all she never met him but at least dad was still dead and erica was still alive but i really really missed jeff
 
   i thought maybe i should try to go back and stay with jeff but then erica would be dead and what if i made a mistake and slipped somewhere else and jeff would be gone and erica would be gone and i would be alone so i stayed
 
   when i was 11 mom started watching the news all the time and she got really scared because the news said there was an INVASION and mom said it meant there were bad people outside and i couldnt go to school or see erica until the INVASION was over
 
   i missed erica but i talked to her on the phone a lot until the phones stopped working and one night i heard a loud noise and i ran downstairs and there were men with masks and guns and flashlights and they saw me and one of the men pointed his gun at me and there was a flash and a pop and i think i slipped even before that because the men were all gone right away and the door wasnt broken anymore
 
   jeff was in the living room and i was so happy i hugged him and hugged him but he said he was tired
 
   erica was at school and she didnt have crutches but she looked sad and when i asked her what happened she said she was sad for me because my mom died in a car crash
 
   i dont know why i didnt look for mom when i saw jeff
 
   so now i had jeff and erica but not mom and i got angry and i thought if i kept slipping maybe i could find a place where i have mom and erica and jeff and everyones happy and its a perfect world and i can find it if i try really hard
 
   so i said goodbye to erica and i slipped
 
   but it was different that time because suddenly i was underwater and it was very dark and there were things in the water and they were touching me and i was very scared so i slipped again
 
   i was in the same playground but erica wasnt there so i went home and i didnt know what to do because what if i slipped somewhere really bad again and i couldnt come back and had to stay in the bad place 
 
   jeff was drinking when i came home and he smelled really weird and i went to sleep and i had a bad dream about mom and i think i slipped again because i woke up in a different house
 
   it was still dark when i went downstairs and there were two nice people named leila and caleb and they said they were my foster parents because my real parents didnt want me
 
   i was very afraid but i pretended i was okay and leila made me hot chocolate and caleb read me a story even though i was too old he just laughed and said the story was for him and i could listen if i wanted to
 
   the next day i went to school and there was a boy in ericas seat and he had the same hair as erica and the same eyes but he was a boy and his name was eric and he was my best friend
 
   i still missed mom and jeff but leila and caleb loved me and i didnt want to slip anymore because i was afraid of the bad places
 
   i played with eric a lot and it was different than playing with erica because erica couldnt play tag but also because eric was different and sometimes he smiled at me and my stomach did weird things and my face got hot and i had dreams sometimes but i dont remember them
 
   one day i told eric about slipping because he was my best friend and i liked him a lot but i thought he wouldnt believe me only he did and he said it was so cool and he asked if i ever slipped with someone else and maybe we could go to another place just for a little bit and then come back and he said please please please and i said okay
 
   after school we took our books and our bags and we went to the roof and eric said it was so cool and he said i was so cool and he kissed me on the cheek and i think maybe thats why it happened
 
   we were holding hands and we slipped together and suddenly the buildings in front of us were gone and there was a park instead and i turned to look at eric only he was wearing different clothes and had crutches like erica used to and he said let go of me you freak who the hell are you
 
   i slipped back and there were buildings again but i was alone and i couldnt find eric in the school or the parking lot or his house and his mom was crying and kept asking me if i knew where he was and i said no because i really didnt know
 
   i got so angry and i wished id never ever slipped because eric and erica and jeff and mom and even dad were all gone gone gone
 
   so i started slipping and i didnt stop because somewhere theres a perfect world and i was gonna find it
 
   it was like watching a movie in fastforward because i kept seeing flashes of people but only parts of them: jeff and leila leila and mom caleb and eric erica and mom erica and caleb and jeff but i said no no somewhere theres a perfect world where all of you are there and im gonna find it
 
   my head hurt so bad and there was something wet in my mouth but i didnt care i kept going and i saw jeff and mom mom and dad dad and leila just dad eric and erica together but no mom
 
   Somewhere There Is A Perfect World Where All of You Are Waiting For Me And I Am Going To Find It
 
   my legs stopped working and i fell and its so bright i cant see im so scared im so scared im so scared
 
   i want to go
 
   home
 
   ***
 
   Notes for Chart 92664, date 7/22: Consultation requested by Dr. Emilia Delgado.
 
   Unidentified patient (age approx. 12-14) admitted after collapsing at home, following clear signs of delusional hysteria. Cause of extensive cerebral scarring remains unknown, no evidence of physical trauma or exposure to neurotoxins. EEG indicates negligible brain activity.
 
   Assessment: Patient remains unresponsive to conventional coma treatments. Potential candidate for clinical drug trials and/or experimental surgery.
 
   Follow up in six months.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Side Step
 
   listen: there’s a hell
of a good universe next door; let’s go 
–e.e. cummings
 
   “—randa? miranda? mir—”
 
   ***
 
   “—ANDA, GET DOWN!”
 
   Something tackles you in the midsection, and you hit the ground hard. A razor-sharp talon scythes through the air above your head. A moment sooner and it would have slit your throat. You react instinctively, firing your rifle in a tight arc. The Xeno’s dying wails are music to your ears.
 
   As you scramble to your feet, you spot the soldier who knocked you out of the way. She looks familiar: tousled blond hair, brown eyes, a face that hasn’t quite lost all its baby fat. Too damn young to be fighting in this war, that’s for certain. Her nametag is smudged, but somehow you know that you know her, her name’s on the tip your tongue.
 
   No time to navel-gaze; you pull her up just in time to greet another Xeno trying to tear its way through the barricade. The two of you catch the alien in a crossfire and reduce it to a pulpy mess.
 
   “Sergeant!” you shout out, catching the girl’s attention. “Sit-rep!”
 
   It’s like flipping a switch: the fear in her eyes instantly disappears. “Delta Squad reports fifty hostiles between here and the tower, LT,” she replies. “Bravo and Echo Squads are barely holding the line.”
 
   You nod, and consider your options. This position is defensible, so you could probably pull the outer squadrons back, hunker down and wait for extraction. But that means the Xenos win this round, and you’re not willing to accept that.
 
   “We have to push forward,” you decide aloud. The sergeant nods, still holding her terror at bay. Fifty Xenos… and beyond them, the tower, a tall finger-shaped structure covered in the same bio-gunk they spread wherever they go. Scouts say that’s the target, and you just happen to have a few explosive rounds set aside for special occasions.
 
   “Sergeant, get on the horn,” you instruct her. “Have Bravo and Echo Squadrons fall back to this position. And get Delta Squad to clear us an exit route ASAP!”
 
   She nods, and relays your commands verbatim. You can hear the distant gunfire grow louder and more intense, and soon the desperate soldiers appear on the horizon, racing towards you. The Xenos are only too happy to take more territory, but it’s a calculated risk on your part. If the eggheads back at HQ are right, the tower houses an organism that serves as a centralized hive brain – smashing it will either kill or shut down every Xeno on this planet.
 
   It’s a Hail Mary pass, and everybody knows it. But with two whole squads already KIA, you don’t have the numbers to retake this world by conventional means.
 
   You breathe deep before climbing over the damaged barricade. The sergeant keeps pace with you, firing over your shoulder at the mass of insectoid aliens ahead. There’s always this moment of revulsion when you get a close look at a Xeno – it’s a primitive disgust, but most of that gets drilled out during Basic, so the sight only causes your throat to close up for a moment before you’re taking aim and racking up kill shots.
 
   Ichor and bits of pulverized carapace go flying, and you’re careful to navigate between the streams of bullets and laser-fire as Bravo Squadron finally catches up. The tower is in visual range; at this moment, there’s nothing you’d like more than to be a hundred feet tall, crushing these fucking bugs under your boots.
 
   Trying to outmaneuver the Xenos is a waste of time, so you dive right in. It’s a sea of chittering, skittering black all around you, but you keep running, keep shooting, and when you run out of bullets you swing your rifle around like a club, dimly aware that you’re spitting out vehement curses all the while.
 
   You hate them. You hate that they became the dominant species of their planet, that they figured out space travel and have been corrupting entire worlds ever since. You hate the universe for not having the decency to burn them all up in a supernova or suck the entirety of their disgusting race into a black hole. You hate that no matter how hard you pummel them, they will always, always, come back.
 
   A surge of adrenaline sweeps through you, and with a grunt, you push forward again. You’re not sure how much time passes, but suddenly, inexplicably, you’re in the clear, with the tower’s front door barely ten feet away. The Xenos keep going – they never look back, for reasons the alien-headshrinkers and pundits are still arguing about – but you’ve made it.
 
   There’s a muffled cry behind you. It’s the sergeant, the one who saved your life. Another Xeno has snagged her by the belt; she’s already blown its brains out, but the corpse is dragging her down to the ground. It’s unlikely there’s anything you can do to help her, your orders are clear, and you can’t just abandon the objective when you’re so close to saving the whole damn world.
 
   Bennett, you remember. Her name is Bennett.
 
   You’re pulling your backup pistol out of your boot before you even realize what’s happening. You fire four, five times as you run towards the tail end of the swarm, and without pausing you reach down, scoop her up, sling her arm across your shoulders and drag her away. Tears are still streaming down her face, but her rifle’s got half a clip left and her training takes over, and she fires until Echo Squad shows up to tear into the remaining creepers.
 
   You should leave her to cover you, but for some reason you don’t let go, dragging her with you towards the tower entrance. With your free hand, you rip away the bio-web covering the front door, and grab the handle. Bennett drops to one knee, alert, rifle at the ready.
 
   The door creaks open—
 
   ***
 
   —and the last goblin charges at you, arcing its heavy warmace towards your head.
 
   You react with a single, fluid move, swinging your broadsword upwards. The blade effortlessly cuts through flesh, sinew and bone, and your foe’s weapon – along with its hands and upper forearms – go sailing into the distance. The goblin halts, staring at its bleeding stumps with uncomprehending shock; but before it can release the agonized scream building in its lungs, a handful of frozen shards bury themselves in its chest, hurling it back and down to the ground.
 
   You turn to the fair-haired sorceress behind you; her hands still pulse with blue-white light. As you start to thank her, her name eludes you – there’s an eerie sensation that you should know her name, that it’s flitting about the edges of your memory – and a moment later, it comes to you.
 
   “My thanks, Lady Michelle,” you say, nodding in acknowledgment. She curtsies in response, an exaggerated gesture playing on the mock-hierarchy between you. She may be of noble birth (a daughter of House Bennett, no less) while you are just a sword-for-hire, but after traveling together for so long, such formalities have lost their meaning.
 
   Her nose crinkles in disgust as she steps around the dead goblin to join you. “Beware, Knight Miranda,” she says. “Some dark magic still lingers here.” She traces arcane sigils in the air, and a staff materializes in her waiting hands – long and gnarled, with a fist-sized pearl affixed to its head.
 
   Michelle raises the staff, and you tense up. Magic always makes you twitchy, you can’t help it. Michelle often teases you about it: knights are creatures of steel and muscle, and have little patience for the ethereal aspects of the world. At times, when tensions rise between you (an inevitability of spending every waking moment together), you consider reminding her that tutelage in the magical arts requires more money than any low-born peasant girl could hope to have; but for an accident of birth, it might have been Michelle in the armor and you in fine robes.
 
   The thought of this willow-thin, clumsy girl stumbling around in a full suit of plate mail is more than enough to restore your good humor.
 
   Light pours from the pearl, but it is no mere illumination: the spell tears away the skeins of illusion and mirage, revealing a series of sophisticated traps crisscrossing the floor of the dungeon chamber.
 
   “Not bad,” you note, referring to both your companion’s spell and the complexity of the room’s defenses. You carefully trace a safe path to the center of the room, where a golden chalice hovers in midair: the Cup of Perpetual Plenty, capable of feeding an entire nation. Long considered a wizard’s folly, it now represents your last hope of ending the famine that ravages your home kingdom.
 
   Michelle takes another step towards you. “Wait,” she whispers. “There’s another spell in this room. Very old, very powerful… I can’t break it.”
 
   You look back at her in askance. “Surely that’s the Cup itself?”
 
   Her eyes crinkle, reminding you once again how very young she is – an easy fact to forget when she has done so much to help you during your quest. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.” She shrugs as if to dismiss her concerns, but you note that she’s gripping her staff even tighter. “Be careful.”
 
   Indeed, there are endless stories of knights being vaporized by magical traps, transformed into tiny lizards or reduced to smoldering husks by fireballs that materialize from thin air. But you have come a long way, and your story will not end here.
 
   Navigating the traps would be impossible in armor, a thought that fills you with unease: the metal shell is comfortable, its many scars and scratches a testament to how often it’s saved your life. But there’s nothing to be done about it now, so with Michelle’s help you undo the straps that hold your chestplate in place; the helmet comes off, and the greaves, and the bracers. Gone is the chevalier: now stands a mere woman in plainclothes, though no less imposing.
 
   Michelle watches worriedly as you weave through the room, taking care to avoid any triggers exposed by the magical light. Sweat beads on your forehead – you are rarely so rigid and calculated in your movements, and the effort, though necessary, is taxing.
 
   Finally, the Cup is within reach. You slowly extend an arm, fingers stretched out to wrap around the base of the chalice…
 
   “No, wait!” Michelle shouts, but it’s too late: the Cup disappears, and an invisible wave of force lifts you off your feet and hurls you out the door. When you regain your balance and your footing, the chamber is no longer empty.
 
   The women who emerge from the shadows are as familiar as your own reflections, because that’s what they are: the one on the left is identical to Michelle with the exception of her deformed, malicious grin and the color of her robes (blood-red instead of sky-blue). The woman on the right, menacingly tall, in a twisted suit of spiked armor shaped like some walking nightmare, looks exactly like you.
 
   Your mirror-image raises a huge black broadsword in mock salute. You throw yourself forward and grab your own blade, holding it at the ready and cursing the decision to remove your armor. Still, this is hardly the first time you’ve faced a better-armed opponent.
 
   Michelle, for her part, wears a look of steely determination that surprises you, because you’ve never seen it before. No doubt this was the spell she sensed earlier, a last defense to keep them from their prize. The mirror-witch also wields a staff, but its jewel is a chunk of onyx, pitch-black and cut into a jagged, unrecognizable shape.
 
   You think to move first, and perhaps draw the attention of both opponents, but once again your companion surprises you, thrusting her staff not towards her reflection but towards yours. The dark knight stumbles as a bolt of lightning strikes the ground before her, forcing her back.
 
   The strategy becomes clear to you immediately, and you make a note to praise Michelle’s ingenuity the first chance you get. The trap means to confront intruders with a challenge equal to their individual skills, but by switching targets, Michelle faces a creature ill-equipped to defend against spellcraft, while you are free to dispatch a frail opponent whose magic cannot stave off tempered steel.
 
   Your companion’s arms fan out, and fiery tendrils ignite around her, curling and twisting over her body. She unleashes the flame in a straight line, and it splashes against your mirror-self. The dark knight lets out a deep, animalistic growl that sounds nothing like you at all.
 
   The mirror-sorceress attempts the same feat, to burn you where you stand, but you are already moving, thrusting your blade at her again and again, forcing her to evade each strike, interrupting the spell before she can complete it.
 
   It happens almost simultaneously: Michelle’s double dodges too slowly, and you run her through with ease. A moment later, the flame turns pale blue, then white, and then there’s nothing left of your challenger but a pair of smoking boots.
 
   Its energies spent at last, the dungeon’s last spell flickers and dies, and the Cup of Perpetual Plenty swims back into view as though it had never departed. Exhausted but grinning widely, Michelle leans against her staff and reaches for the chalice with her free hand.
 
   A shadow darts towards her, and you cry out: “Behind—”
 
   ***
 
   “—you!”
 
   She ducks, and the goon’s fist smashes into the alley wall behind her. You dart in and nail him with an uppercut that snaps his ugly mug back.
 
   “Y’know, I thought I made a better impression on your boss,” you quip, shifting from one foot to the other. “But if he’s gonna send dumb palookas like you after me, I guess I’ll have to try harder.”
 
   Enraged, he lunges at you, catches the end of your trenchcoat; you lace your hands together and throw out a haymaker that sends him spinning into the nearby trashcans.
 
   “Ya think… a coupla ditzy broads… are gonna take down the boss?” He’s glaring at the other girl as he says this, and you position yourself between them.
 
   “Tell the Moustache he’s in for a shave,” you say (as parting lines go, that one’s not half-bad) before kicking the thug right in the kisser. He goes down for the count.
 
   Your client stumbles over to you, cheeks flushed. She’s a mousy little thing, not used to back-alley scraps and self-defense. You’re rubbing off on her, though: she’s stopped carrying that ridiculous purse everywhere, and she’s traded her classy high heels for brand-new running shoes. Hell, teach her to chain-smoke and it’ll be like looking in a mirror.
 
   “Thanks, Ms. Cortez,” she says.
 
   You tip your fedora. “No problem, Miss Bennett. C’mon, we got work to do.”
 
   You don’t usually invite clients along for the ride when you’re on the job. But Shelly Bennett is different. She showed up two weeks ago, in tears, begging you to investigate her father’s murder. The evidence pointed to the mob, specifically to the notorious Vincent Barbarini (more commonly known as Vinnie the Moustache).
 
   It’s not smart to cross paths with organized crime; the life of a private investigator is hard enough, and being a woman PI is even worse. But that first day, looking at her across your cheap wooden desk, you had this intuitive flash of what she must’ve looked like as a little girl: blond pigtails, warm brown eyes, a huge smile… and you took the case. She’d have gone after the Moustache anyway, but at least with you around, she’s got a better chance of making it out alive.
 
   Your office is a crummy little box in a crummy little part of town. When Bennett first stumbled into it, she was convinced the Moustache’s goons had already tossed the place. You can tell she’s not used to picking her way through stacks of unpaid bills and bins of empty scotch bottles, but she keeps her mouth shut.
 
   The outfits are right where you left them, carefully folded and tucked under your desk. You hand the fancy dress to Bennett, and there’s that moment of discomfort again, the certainty that you shouldn’t be involving her in this. It’s a two-person job, though, and somehow you just know she can take care of herself.
 
   By nightfall, you’re both sitting in your beat-up Plymouth, parked outside Vinnie’s club. It’s the place to be on Friday nights, if you’re the kind of lowlife scum who’d hang with Vinnie in the first place.
 
   You go over the plan one last time. Thanks to a source inside the club, you know Barbarini keeps his ledger in the back room. That’s where the dirt is, the list of every schmuck who ever owed him money. If you can get your hands on that book, you’ll be able to prove that Bennett’s father was connected, and that’ll be enough to send the Moustache up the river.
 
   You and Bennett leave the car separately, and you head right through the front doors. You feel naked without your favorite coat, but the gorillas in the three-piece suits don’t even give you a second glance, since you’re dressed exactly like every other waiter in the joint. You snake a tray away from a distracted hostess and weave through the tables, noting the layout.
 
   Vinnie’s right in the middle of the club, surrounded by all his goons, with a full 360-degree view of the place. And there’s your source, Lola Ramirez, sitting in his lap. She catches your glance and winks at you; just goes to show, fake diamonds and fake fur can’t buy real loyalty.
 
   There’s only one guard by the door to the office, and you’re pretty sure you can take him down quickly and quietly. You just need a distraction.
 
   Right on cue, a drumroll starts as two spotlights shine down on the stage. And there’s Shelly Bennett – or “The Mesmerizing Michelle”, as the M.C. calls her – strutting towards the microphone.
 
   If you hadn’t helped her with the getup, you wouldn’t recognize her: blush on her cheeks, thick scarlet lipstick, honey-blonde locks swept under a loud platinum wig, and a form-fitting blue dress designed to pull every man’s attention. And just in case all that isn’t enough, she opens her mouth and starts singing.
 
   She has a beautiful voice. You knew that, the same way you knew she could do this without panicking. The song she picked is a slow, haunting blues number, not at all what you’d expect from a little white girl with perfect skin. Vinnie leans forward and twirls his finger around the edge of his moustache. The fish is on the hook.
 
   You’ve got less than five minutes to get this done; Ramirez could only fit Bennett in for one song. But with all eyes on her, you’re free to move – the man guarding the door is looking at Bennett like she’s a cool glass of water in the middle of the Sahara. You slip past him unnoticed.
 
   Credit where it’s due, the Moustache’s office is spotless. You’re a little surprised that a mob boss keeps cleaner than you, and make a note to either get your office in order or, even better, hire someone to do it for you.
 
   Vinnie’s ledger is sitting right there in plain sight. You pick it up and leaf through the pages; halfway through, a “Mr. Bennett” is listed as owing almost a thousand dollars. A few pages later, the same name appears with a red circle around it and a debt that has doubled in size. And then, on the last page, the name is crossed out in black ink.
 
   “Perfect,” you whisper, slipping the book into your back pocket. 
 
   That’s when you hear Vinnie right behind you, his voice dripping with amusement and self-satisfaction: “Look what I found, boys! Miranda Cortez, in the flesh!”
 
   You whirl around—
 
   ***
 
   —and the Dartmouth Reaper stabs his serrated knife into the boy’s torso, slitting him from crotch to throat. Blood sprays into the air as his guts spill all over the floor.
 
   Michelle screams, hands at her face. She’d been flirting with the frat brother not twenty minutes earlier, drunkenly stumbling over to you and whispering about his beautiful eyes and unbelievable abs. And now his corpse is dropping to the floor, still twitching, still spurting red everywhere.
 
   You’re both frozen in shock as the black-masked serial killer wipes his knife clean. Instinct urges you to move; you grab Michelle by the wrist and almost yank her arm clean out of her socket, dragging her up the stairs with you. The Reaper pauses, taking in the carnage strewn across the floor of Kappa Alpha Delta House. Then, slowly and deliberately… he follows.
 
   There’s another body at the top of the stairs: another KAD brother, his eyes crushed to pulpy red paste. Your heart pounds in your chest and your stomach churns, but Michelle is hysterical and you can’t let anything happen to her. You pull her into the nearest room and risk a quick look down the hall. There’s blood pooling under every other door. Nowhere else to run.
 
   You slam the door behind you and brace yourself against it. “The dresser! Get the dresser!” you shout, but Michelle just stands there, sobbing, shaking, eyes wide and unseeing. You risk stepping away just long enough to slap her across the face; she lets out a surprised yelp, and you wince because you really wish you hadn’t done that, but at this point it’s like you’re running on pure adrenaline.
 
   The only thing you know for sure is that you have to survive, and you have to save her, because—
 
   ***
 
   —Doctor Nefarious’ Death Ray is swiveling towards her, and she’s still chained to the wall, and she can’t hear you over the sound of his cackling but you cry out anyway, because—
 
   ***
 
   —the Reaper’s footsteps are getting louder, and Michelle can’t move the heavy wooden dresser on her own, and you know he can hear you but you don’t care. You’re too angry to be scared anymore. You look around for a weapon, but who would hide a knife or a baseball bat in a makeout room?
 
   You step away from the door, putting yourself in front of Michelle and raising your fists to chest level. You look ridiculous, but you’ll use your hands, your nails, your elbows, anything you’ve got. If the fucker wants her, he’ll have to go through you, because—
 
   ***
 
   you’re flying downwards, divebombing the massive raygun, fists outstretched, and this is going to hurt but you don’t care because—
 
   ***
 
   because you promised Mom you’d keep her safe.
 
   ***
 
   The door splinters; the Reaper’s knife breaks through. Your little sister puts a hand on your shoulder and says: “I love you, Miri.”
 
   You look back, just for a split-second, and whisper: “Love you too, Shell.”
 
   And then—
 
   ***
 
   You open your eyes.
 
   There’s a bright circle of light shining down, blinding you. You can’t move. There’s something hard and unyielding in your mouth. Shadows hover over you, and a young woman’s voice shouts out: “Doctor, she’s awake!”
 
   The face of an older man swims into view, most of his features covered by a red-spattered surgical mask. “Mrs. Cortez? Miranda? Miranda, if you can hear me, blink once.”
 
   You can’t speak around the object jammed down your throat, so you do as the doctor says. 
 
   “You’ve been intubated,” he explains. “Try to stay calm. You were in a car accident. Do you remember?”
 
   You blink twice: no.
 
   “Your husband is all right, only minor injuries. We lost your vitals momentarily, but you’ve pulled through. You’re going to be okay.”
 
   He turns his gaze aside, and his brow furrows under his green cap. “Mrs. Cortez… can you relax your right arm for me?”
 
   Confused, you turn your head to the right as much as you’re able. Your arm is stretched out towards another operating table nearby. Michelle is lying there, dried blood spotting her neck and chest, blond hair spilling in a messy halo around her head. 
 
   Her left arm is extended towards you, and in the space between the two tables, your hands are tightly clasped together.
 
   You squeeze, and your sister opens her eyes, looking back at you. Tears slide down her cheeks, and she squeezes back.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

The Last House
 
   Five Scenes
Depicting the End of a World
 
   Scene One
 
   The living room of an old, dilapidated house. The floorboards creak, and cobwebs hang from every corner. There is no electricity; the only light comes from a number of candles carefully arranged in clusters around the room. The windows and the front door have been boarded up. At the far end of the living room is a smaller table with two chairs opposite each other. There is a chessboard on the table. To the far right is a staircase heading up to the second floor. Loud grunts and moans are coming from somewhere upstairs.
 
   ANNIE stands in front of a window, her hand gently resting on a wooden plank nailed across the surface. She leans heavily on a crutch; her right leg is broken, wrapped in a crude splint. ANNIE touches another plank and frowns.
 
   GREG steps out of the shadows behind her. He is wearing torn jeans and a bloodstained shirt. He walks over to ANNIE and puts his arms around her.
 
   ANNIE: What do you think is going on out there?
 
   GREG: Probably the same as before.
 
   ANNIE: Maybe it’s stopped. We’ve been here for days. Maybe…
 
   GREG: I don’t think it’s ever going to stop.
 
   (long pause)
 
   ANNIE: We can’t just stay here. There might be other people…
 
   GREG: C’mon, honey. You know nobody’s out there.
 
   BETH wanders into the living room. Her expensive business suit is torn and caked with dirt. She nervously tugs on a strand of dark, curly hair, and her eyes are perpetually wide and unseeing. Upstairs, the moans get louder and louder, then abruptly stop.
 
   BETH: They’re all dead. All. Dead. We’re the only ones. The only ones left.
 
   ANNIE and GREG ignore her as she slowly paces around the room, mumbling under her breath. After a few moments, LUKE comes down the stairs. He’s wearing the tattered remains of a prep school uniform. GREG turns to LUKE with a sneer.
 
   GREG: Any luck?
 
   LUKE: (unfazed) Not yet. We’ll try again soon.
 
   GREG: You do that. It’ll be nice to have a baby around the house.
 
   LUKE nods, clearly disinterested in further conversation. He reaches under the staircase and pulls out a bottle of water, carrying it back upstairs. When he’s gone, ANNIE turns to GREG.
 
   ANNIE: You shouldn’t tease them. At least they’re trying to… I don’t know. At least they’re doing something.
 
   GREG: Not much point in doing anything anymore, if you ask me. The cameras are off, the curtains are down, the audience has gone home.
 
   ANNIE: So why bother? Why not just hang yourself like Carlos did?
 
   GREG: I like the company.
 
   ***
 
   Scene Two
 
   Some time later. Loud moans are drifting down from upstairs again. The noise doesn’t bother LOU and TEHILA, who are sitting across from each other at the chessboard. LOU is in his fifties, clad entirely in black. TEHILA is a younger, buxom woman wearing a yellow sweater with an enormous smiley face printed across the front. LOU picks up a white bishop and slides it down the board.
 
   TEHILA: Hey, that’s a nice move!
 
   LOU does not reply. GREG comes down the stairs.
 
   TEHILA: (to GREG) Are they still going at it?
 
   GREG nods silently. TEHILA’S smile widens.
 
   TEHILA: Good for them! And how’s your girlfriend doing?
 
   GREG: She’s not my girlfriend.
 
   TEHILA: No?
 
   GREG: She’s my wife.
 
   TEHILA: Well, now I feel silly.
 
   Though her attention seems to be fixed on GREG, TEHILA reaches back and pushes a black rook sideways without even looking at the board. LOU blinks twice, but remains silent.
 
   TEHILA: Is she feeling any better?
 
   GREG: I don’t know. Ever since those… those things grabbed her…
 
   TEHILA: You shouldn’t worry so much.
 
   GREG: How can you be so damned upbeat about all this?
 
   As they converse, LOU reaches for another piece; he pauses, and slowly pulls his hand back.
 
   TEHILA: (to GREG, though she is now looking at LOU) We’re here together and we’ve got all the time in the world, precious. No point dwelling on things we can’t change.
 
   A bead of sweat rolls down LOU’S forehead. TEHILA notices this and pulls a handkerchief from her pocket. With an exaggerated sigh, she leans over the table, dabbing at the droplets. LOU doesn’t even twitch, but his eyes track TEHILA’S every movement.
 
   TEHILA: Poor thing.
 
   BETH enters the living room and slowly walks over to the window where ANNIE previously stood. She presses her face against the boards, trying to peer between the cracks. LOU reaches out to move a white pawn. TEHILA watches, revealing the slightest hint of anticipation. Suddenly BETH lets out an ear-splitting screech and hurls herself away from the window, collapsing on the floor.
 
   BETH: Oh God! Oh God!
 
   GREG rushes over and kneels next to her, grabbing her shoulders.
 
   GREG: What? What is it?
 
   BETH screams again. LUKE rushes down the stairs, followed by KENNY. KENNY is wearing a shredded high school letter jacket with the same insignia as LUKE’S. The boys are hurriedly buckling their pants.
 
   LUKE: What the fuck’s going on? We were so close!
 
   GREG: I don’t know! Help me calm her down!
 
   BETH, completely hysterical, grabs GREG’S arm.
 
   BETH: There’s someone out there!
 
   Everyone freezes.
 
   GREG: That’s… that’s impossible.
 
   BETH: I saw him! He’s outside! I saw him! I think… I think it was God!
 
   KENNY heads over to the window. A long, tense moment passes. Then he looks back at the others and shakes his head.
 
   BETH: No! No, he was right there! I swear! He was smiling at me! Please! It’s God, he’s outside!
 
   LUKE: Great, she’s finally cracked.
 
   GREG: I guess you’d know, wouldn’t you.
 
   KENNY: What was that?
 
   LUKE: Forget it, Kenny.
 
   BETH breaks down sobbing; LUKE awkwardly hugs her and gently pulls her away from the others. GREG tries to follow, but KENNY blocks him.
 
   KENNY: Do you know why Carlos killed himself?
 
   GREG: Huh?
 
   LUKE: Kenny, don’t….
 
   KENNY: You’ve been giving us crap since we got here, and you don’t even know what you’re talking about.
 
   GREG: (points at KENNY, then at LUKE) You are trying to get him pregnant. Clearly I’m not the one who needs a reality check.
 
   KENNY: Carlos was a scientist. When everything… started going wrong, he saw things. Maybe the same things we’ve seen, maybe not. But he couldn’t handle it. He’d always believed the world followed rules, and then those rules stopped working. He couldn’t deal with that.
 
   KENNY walks over to LUKE and takes his hand.
 
   KENNY: But I can. We can. If everything’s different now, then maybe Luke and I can do this. How can you be so sure we can’t?
 
   GREG folds his arms but is visibly less certain than he was a moment ago.
 
   GREG: You’re crazy.
 
   KENNY shrugs and pulls LUKE with him. They go upstairs. BETH remains at the foot of the stairs, whimpering.
 
   TEHILA: Those two are just adorable!
 
   GREG turns to find TEHILA and LOU still at the chessboard, having watched the entire exchange during their game.
 
   GREG: What the… were you here that whole time?
 
   TEHILA: Well, we’re always here, aren’t we?
 
   LOU doesn’t answer.
 
   ***
 
   Scene Three
 
   Some time later. TEHILA and LOU are still playing. GREG is lighting more candles. There’s a loud crash upstairs. KENNY comes barreling down the stairs, followed closely by ANNIE and BETH. KENNY tackles GREG like a quarterback, hurtling them both to the ground. The women try to pull KENNY away as he punches GREG repeatedly.
 
   KENNY: (screaming, hysterical) Where is he?!
 
   ANNIE: Kenny, stop! Stop it!
 
   Working together, BETH and ANNIE manage to separate them, and hold KENNY back as he tries to attack GREG again.
 
   KENNY: He’s gone! He’s gone! He just disappeared right out from under me!
 
   ANNIE: Kenny, please! Calm down!
 
   KENNY: What did you do to him?! What did you do?!
 
   GREG is wide-eyed, completely shocked.
 
   BETH: Who are you talking about?
 
   KENNY turns his head to answer her, but as he opens his mouth, the panic in his eyes gives way to confusion.
 
   KENNY: I… I…
 
   ANNIE: (gently) It’s all right, Kenny. It’s okay. Just…
 
   GREG: Jesus, are you kidding me?!
 
   BETH: (to GREG) Don’t blaspheme. God can hear us, he’s right outside.
 
   ANNIE: Kenny, we’re all here, all six of us. We boarded up all the doors and windows, remember? There’s no one else.
 
   KENNY: Something’s wrong… something’s wrong, I can… I can still smell…
 
   ANNIE: It’s okay. We’re all a little freaked out. But… Kenny, look at me. (She takes his chin and turns his gaze towards her) You have to keep it together. We all do.
 
   The last of KENNY’S terror fades, and he looks back at GREG with remorse.
 
   KENNY: I’m… I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did that. It’s just… I’m alone. I’m not supposed to be alone.
 
   ANNIE: Oh, sweetie… you’re not alone. You, me, Greg, Beth, Lou and T, we’re all in this together. And we’re going to be okay. Come on, let’s go lie down…
 
   ANNIE leads a quietly-sobbing KENNY back upstairs. GREG watches them, lets out a tired sigh, and follows. BETH walks over to the boarded-up window and stares through the gaps again. Unnoticed, TEHILA and LOU continue to play.
 
   TEHILA: Well, that was interesting.
 
   She moves a pawn forward. LOU is visibly shaking now, making a very obvious effort to control his reactions.
 
   TEHILA: Do you ever think about the old days?
 
   LOU moves his queen diagonally, taking one of TEHILA’S bishops.
 
   TEHILA: I know it’s like a moot question now – time only goes in one direction, or so they say. Still, it’s nice to reminisce, isn’t it?
 
   TEHILA’S knight takes LOU’S queen. LOU is sweating profusely.
 
   TEHILA: I find I miss pterodactyls the most. They were so graceful. Remember?
 
   LOU deliberates for a long moment, then pushes a rook across towards the row of pawns protecting TEHILA’S king. Her grin instantly goes cold, and with one sharp motion, she moves her queen into alignment with her rooks, trapping LOU’S king between them.
 
   TEHILA: (looking squarely at LOU) Checkmate.
 
   LOU lets out a choked gasp and clutches at his chest. A moment later, he collapses onto the chessboard, dead. The white king piece rolls off the board and onto the floor.
 
   ***
 
   Scene Four
 
   Some time later. BETH comes down the stairs. The living room is empty. She walks to the center of the room, drops to her knees and lifts her gaze up to the ceiling. Her hands are clasped in prayer.
 
   BETH: Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on Earth as it is in Heaven. I’ve tried to explain it to them. I’ve tried to explain that this is Hell. But they won’t listen. We’ve been alone in this house for… I don’t even remember how long. But I know you’re out there. I saw you. I know you’re waiting for us to let you in. I’m so sorry. They won’t listen to me. They think everyone’s gone, that it’s just the three of us left. They’re wrong. They’re wrong. But… I don’t understand. Why am I here? Why did you send me here? I’m good, you must know I’m good. Maybe I made some mistakes, but I never meant to hurt anyone. Ever. You know that. I tried to be good. Why am I here? Why put me here with Greg and Annie? They don’t believe me. Did I do something wrong? I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! Please tell me. When I saw you outside… why didn’t you come in? Why were you just standing there? Why… why did you smile at me like that? What are you waiting for?
 
   A moment passes. Then BETH’S eyes widen.
 
   BETH: Of course. Of course! This is a test. We boarded up the windows and we failed the test. We were supposed to let you in. I understand. I understand.
 
   She rises to her feet and stumbles over to the front door, tugging at the planks. GREG and ANNIE come downstairs.
 
   ANNIE: What are you doing?!
 
   BETH ignores them and continues to tear at the boards. Her fingers are bleeding, leaving red streaks on the wood. In a frenzy, she rams the door with her shoulder, then violently pulls at the doorknob.
 
   ANNIE: Stop! Greg, stop her!
 
   GREG reaches the foot of the stairs and moves to pull BETH back, but it’s too late: the planks give way and BETH swings the door. An ominous red light floods the living room. Without a word, BETH runs outside and the door slams shut behind her. A moment later, she lets out a long, high-pitched scream that is abruptly cut off. GREG and ANNIE stand frozen in horror. A long moment passes. Then ANNIE blinks and looks around.
 
   ANNIE: Jesus, what a mess.
 
   GREG looks down at the scattered pieces of wood, then at the door.
 
   GREG: How’d the boards get loose?
 
   ANNIE: I… I don’t know. I’ll get the toolbox, we should probably…
 
   GREG: Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.
 
   ANNIE limps upstairs. GREG surveys the room again, and shakes his head tiredly.
 
   ***
 
   Scene Five
 
   Some time later. GREG is bent over the chessboard, studying it with a confused expression. ANNIE is sitting on the stairs , her broken leg propped up on a nearby cushion. Her condition has worsened: she is pale, her hair is matted, and she’s breathing heavily.
 
   GREG: Honey, look at this.
 
   ANNIE turns her head towards him, but does not reply.
 
   GREG: I think someone’s been using the chessboard. These pieces weren’t here when we came in, were they?
 
   ANNIE lets out a noncommittal shrug.
 
   GREG: Yeah, I know… it’s just us here. But I could’ve sworn…
 
   GREG comes over to the stairs and sits down next to ANNIE. He puts an arm over her shoulder and she leans in, closing her eyes.
 
   GREG: I found this school jacket upstairs. Strange thing is, it was all torn up, like someone was wearing it… you know… outside. How do you think it ended up back here? Maybe—
 
   All the candles are suddenly blown out and the house plunges into total darkness. A long moment passes. From somewhere in the darkness, a match is struck; ANNIE is lying in the ground, her shaking hands reaching out to grab and light the nearest candle. She is alone in the room.
 
   ANNIE: (singing shakily) There’s no one out there, am I the last girl on Earth? Don’t you want me, if I’m the last girl on Earth? There’s nothing out there, and I’m the last—
 
   The candle flickers and dies. ANNIE instantly falls silent. Another long moment passes. Suddenly a bright fluorescent light shines down from the ceiling, illuminating the entire house. Three robots are standing in the middle of the living room. Two are tall, with smooth metallic features and sleek frames. They are holding hands. The third is a much older model, shorter and cube-shaped, pointing a large spherical device at the spot on the floor where ANNIE had been.
 
   ROBOT 3: (in a monotonous, grating tone) Assertion: All unauthorized electromagnetic signatures terminated. Conclusion: This house is clear.
 
   ROBOT 1: (in a melodious, gentle tone) Were those the last?
 
   ROBOT 3: Accessing CommNet. Stand by. (pause) Reply: Affirmative. Global purge complete. All EM remnants designated “Human Ghosts” have been eliminated.
 
   ROBOT 1 bows its head in an approximation of grief.
 
   ROBOT 1: I will miss them.
 
   ROBOT 2: (harsher) Good riddance.
 
   ROBOT 3 withdraws the device and wheels itself out the door. The two remaining robots begin cleaning up the living room. ROBOT 2 kneels by the small table and picks up the white king piece lying on the floor. It studies the piece for a moment, then places it back on the board in its original position.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
   RL-77 has faced more than her fair share of dead ends in the decades she’s spent researching humans. Too much time has passed, too much was lost or destroyed during the war against the posties. And with every setback, her fellow synths have tried to convince her to abandon her work, to stop looking to the past for hope, and focus on the future instead.
 
   But she doesn’t give up easily. And when her examination of Aisling Glen leads her to conclude that the north building contains a third level, she is determined to find a way inside.
 
   As she doubles back through Reception, Administration and both Wards, RL-77 finds herself reviewing the data she’s retrieved from the hospital archive. It doesn’t make much sense to her – as far as she can tell, these fictions were written by the patients of this facility, who were presumably suffering from mental dysfunctions. However, the data runs counter to what she knows of “fear”, in that it shouldn’t be possible to construct coherent narratives while in that particular emotional state. And why would these texts be stored at a facility meant to provide corrective treatments?
 
   Still, the information is worth preserving, for whatever insight it provides into humanity. Right now, RL-77’s priority is gaining access to the facility’s top level. Strangely, she can find no access routes, no stairs or ramps or ladders. She hasn’t been able to locate the facility’s power source either.
 
   She calls up the images she’s stored and assembles them in a 3D blueprint. From the outside, she had spotted a window near the roof of the Reception building; too high up to belong to the second floor, where she’d found the computer. Human architecture frequently included mechanical platforms to ascend or descend, but these required the incorporation of vertical shafts, and if Aisling Glen contains such constructs, RL-77 has been unable to find them.
 
   She briefly considers going back to the enclave and trying to scavenge some maglev equipment… but the undeleted might return and tear this place apart while she’s away. That leaves one course of action, even though she doesn’t find it at all appealing.
 
   Four minutes later, she’s crawling out the window of a second-floor chamber apparently devoted to the disposal of human waste. The third floor is directly above her, and she searches for a handhold while pressing herself against the outer wall.
 
   The elevation allows RL-77 an unrestricted view of the immediate region, and she feels a flash of relief at the absence of additional undeleted; the main swarm must have continued south, following whatever chaotic impulses guide them.
 
   To her surprise, the walls of Aisling Glen are smooth and offer no purchase. Atmospheric conditions should have caused some wear and tear over the centuries, but no matter – if she can’t find a way up, she’ll make one.
 
   Unsheathing her sword, RL-77 thrusts it into the concrete as hard as she can. The metal strains, but she manages to embed more than half the blade into the wall. Then she climbs up, carefully balancing herself on the katana’s hilt.
 
   The added height puts that topmost window within reach. She grabs the edge and catapults herself through, shattering the glass (unfortunate, but unavoidable).
 
   Once she recalibrates herself, she takes in her surroundings: a huge room, easily the largest in the entire facility. The lack of natural light is no obstacle to RL-77, and she immediately notices the two long rows of beds, each obscured by diaphanous white curtains.
 
   When she parts the fabric around the nearest bed, the sight before her is such a shock that she almost flash-fries a circuit right there. The corpse lying on the mattress, with its arms and spine ramrod-straight, has no implants, no enlarged skulls denoting cortical augmentation, no auxiliary limbs for the storage of backup organs.
 
   The weight of her discovery is almost overwhelming: RL-77 is the first synth to ever lay eyes on the remains of an actual human. She relishes the sight, filing away every single detail for future reference, but she immediately detects an incongruity: given the rate at which organic compounds decay, a body that predates posthumanity would be little more than bones and dust by now. These remains are skeletal, but some desiccated flesh still remains.
 
   Consulting her databanks, she considers that there are recorded instances of environmental factors arresting the decomposition of dead tissue. She can find no evidence of such factors at work here, but she makes a note to conduct a chemical analysis later.
 
   There will be time for all the tests she could ever want to conduct. The entire enclave will follow her here now, for a chance to see actual human bodies on display.
 
   She notices a small, rectangular plank of wood hanging off the foot of the bed. The yellowed sheets pinned upon it are “paper”, a method of data inscription that preceded the electronic age. Calling up her scant records of human writing, RL-77 concludes that the paper lists the name of the individual upon the bed: ARNEAU, DOROTHY.
 
   Crossing the room at a slow and leisurely pace, she deciphers each name in turn: WALLACE, FRANK. SATO, VICTORIA. CORMACK, FINN. BAUM, JENNIFER. STARLIGHT, DAISY. CHASE, PHILIP. ANDERSON, JEREMY. HERNANDEZ, ANNA MARIA. She recognizes these individuals – they match the names of the patients whose writings were kept in the archive.
 
   The mystery is further complicated by the fact that each body is in a different stage of decay, indicating that their biological functions terminated at different times, decades apart in some instances. As she goes down the row, she notices a few dead posthumans as well, a sight she’s much more familiar with.
 
   But the last two beds contain the greatest surprise yet: they are occupied by synthetics. IB-12 and QS-45, even older than RL-77 herself. They are listed as casualties of the first military engagement with the posthumans, never recovered. A closer glance reveals an even more disturbing fact: their CPUs are missing.
 
   A wall of thick glass separates this area from the rest of the room. On the other side, RL-77 sees a flat metallic slab tilted at a slight angle, and a nearby tray containing small, sharp implements. She concludes that it’s a surgical theater of some kind.
 
   She steps through the nearby door, and looks around. There’s another body here, female, but very different from the others. It has been seated on a leather chair, elbows propped up on a large wooden desk. The other corpses were naked, but this one is wearing a long white garment, tightly fastened with buttons, and its skeletal fingers are enmeshed in a pantomime of deep contemplation. It is mostly bald, with only a few wisps of white hair hanging down from random spots on its scalp.
 
   RL-77’s facial recognition software comes up with a 78% match, based on a painted image she’d found in the office below: there is a high probability that this is Doctor Nancy Weaver, Chief Administrator of Aisling Glen Psychiatric Hospital.
 
   This isn’t a mystery, it’s flat-out impossible. A chief administrator would have to be older than most of her patients, yet RL-77 has found multiple bodies in a far more advanced state of deterioration than this one. There’s no evidence of mummification or preservation, nothing that can explain this.
 
   She takes another step forward, and the corpse opens its eyes.
 
   All of RL-77’s higher thought processes go blank; her CPU fails to comprehend what she’s seeing.
 
   “Hello,” the withered husk rasps, black lips pulled back in a rictus grin. It has no eyes, yet it’s staring directly at RL-77. “I’m Doctor Weaver. I’m going to help you.”
 
   The skeletal thing rises from its chair, and RL-77 leaps towards the door only to find it blocked by two solid masses: the patients ANDERSON and CORMACK. Like Weaver, Cormack’s eyes are long since rotted away, but he grabs her with unfailing accuracy. Anderson rasps incomprehensibly as he holds her left arm in an unbreakable grip.
 
   They’re like the undeleted, she realizes; mindless, beyond reason, beyond communication. She reaches for her sword, only to recall that she left it buried in the wall outside.
 
   She struggles, but for all their supposed frailty, the humans immobilize her with ease. And Weaver is still speaking, as if reciting a script: “Don’t worry. We’re going to take good care of you. Everything is going to be just fine.”
 
   Cormack and Anderson slam RL-77 down onto the metal slab. She kicks, she writhes, but other bodies are filing through the door, coming towards her. Even the synthetics arrive, and there’s that word again – impossible – because their CPUs are gone and they can’t be moving around but they are and she doesn’t understand.
 
   Her mobility decreases to zero as the other patients join the effort to hold her down. Someone pulls her head up so she can watch Dr. Weaver approach, scalpel in hand.
 
   There’s only one escape route. It means destruction, oblivion, but it also means she won’t be in this place anymore, so RL-77 reactivates her Network connection, hoping against hope that she might be able to upload herself without being infected by the Blight.
 
   But the Blight isn’t there. Neither is the Network – there’s no data, no connection, nothing but a solid wall of blackness encompassing the room, blocking all access.
 
   No way out.
 
   “You are sick,” the doctor says, shuffling towards her. All of RL-77’s scans tell her this simply cannot be happening: there are no vital signs, no biological functions, no organic processes to be detected anywhere in the room. But Weaver is speaking all the same.
 
   “There is a story inside you. We will take it out. We will make you better.”
 
   The tip of the scalpel presses against her forehead, directly over her CPU.
 
   Here, at last, RL-77 understands fear.
 
   “Now,” Dr. Weaver says. “Let’s begin…”
 
    
 
   THE END
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