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                    “When I look back, I am so impressed again with the life-giving power of literature.
                        If I were a young person today, trying to gain a sense of myself in the world, I would do that again by
                        reading, just as I did when I was young.”
                        
 
                        
—Maya Angelou
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                        We too are impressed and delighted by the power of literature, even fiction in the little corner of literature that is our contribution to the speculative genres. Stories that have the power to imagine an empty world and remind us of what we have, what we love, what we stand to lose. Stories whose power is to hold up the fierce and the beautiful, the elements that fill us with fire and lust to keep living, however old and tired we may be. Stories that have the power to remind us of the horrors and atrocities of history, even of the “good guys” who “won” and wrote that history. Stories that we have to read again, because we were too busy loving the writing the first time to realize the punch to the throat the actual content was giving us.

                            
                        As I’m sure you know, we’re celebrating a decade of publishing these sorts of story this year, and before the end of 2015 we’ll have a new anthology to share with you—thanks to the dozens of people who funded us through Indiegogo last month to make this possible. As well as fifteen reprints of selected, representative stories from the last ten years, we’re going to include a similar number of new pieces, to celebrate the future of TFF as well as our past. These new stories will be more experimental and unusual in form—we want to try some new ideas. We want some stories that are audacious, irreverent, poetic, that play with genres and media and styles. We still have a few slots for this sort of story, if you’re interested in contributing, although we’re going to have to fix our final table of contents by mid- to late-October or thereabouts.

                            
                        In the meantime, we’re about to close the Mediterranean-themed horror anthology, co-edited by Valeria, although we’re still open to authors from North Africa and the Near East, or micro-stories in Mediterranean languages.

                            
                        And for today, I’m very excited to leave you with five new stories, and ten beautiful illustrations: stories of hope, despair, of the past, of the future, of death and of rebirth. Thanks and congratulations to our authors A.J., Anthony, Curtis, Omi and Simon, and artists Carmen, Martin, Michael, Miguel and Pandalion. This is an outstanding issue, and a perfect tribute to our tenth anniversary year.

                            
                        More coming in December! Speak to you then.

                        
                        Djibril al-Ayad, September 2015

                        Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog.

                      
          
                        ‘Causeway’, A.J. Fitzwater
                        

       
                        They’ve got the colours wrong.


      Not too wrong. Just wrong enough that it might make one forget what the real sky and ocean looked like.


      Maybe they don’t see colour like we did, or maybe they can’t be bothered with that end of the spectrum. Too yester-millennia.


      Already I’m beginning to forget. I have to close my eyes and force myself to remember, or look at the pictures they’ve deemed appropriate. But it’s getting harder as every day passes.


      If it is a day that passes. They might have got time wrong too, though they shouldn’t. That one is immutable, right? Who knows, they hold all the cards. It might be a day, just not as I know it.


      Who are they?


      Questions. Always the questions.


      I’ll just sit here, feet dangling off the end of the pier. Don’t know how long it’s been today, how long I’ve been here. Good thing about this slightly over-blue sky and under-yellow sun: no sunburn. All heat and no kitchen.


      I’ve been sitting here long enough to come up with all sorts of interesting ideas, some they might even call crazy. But some aren’t. And really, nothing could be more far-fetched than the actuality of being here.


      Who flinched first, us or them? I forget lots about Before—gratefully, wisely, which is why it’s such a struggle to drag it up—but that’s one thing I don’t. Still chewing that one over.


      Left foot skim the water, us. Skim with the right, them. Left, us. Right, them. Back, forth, kick, kick at the too dark water.


      That is, if it is real water. They’ve never told me. Not anything. This wetness, my hunger, my bowel movements, my sleeping, this everything I do and don’t want to feel, it could all just be muscle memory, and the only muscle I’ve got left is my brain.


      It’s broken others, but I don’t want to talk about them just yet. I don’t remember them much. Do I like being alone? Yes. No. Maybe? Should I?


      Too many questions, so I’m just gonna sit for a while. It’s pleasant enough if I don’t think too hard and don’t look too far.


      But you’re going to take my pleasant away, aren’t you. You’ve been back there for a while, I felt you come. It was all light before you arrived, now it’s heavy. The same heaviness when there used to be others, in the other house on stilts, opposite mine. Heavy with breath and expectation, heavy with thought and stink of sweat.


      Heavy with your disappointment.


      I’m sorry, I’m not your messiah. I can’t help that my mind is a mess. They left us this way and I don’t have, maybe never will have, your answers.


      I’ll wait here, kick kick, while you get over your initial confusion. You’ll figure me out, your cell mate, or think you have, soon enough. You’ll get used to this place, maybe even come to like it. That will fade, believe me.


      Feet on wood. It’s not wood, not really. It’s better not to think about it too hard.


      Goodness me, you are tall. Getting a crick in my neck. Blonde hair, blue eyes, polite but strained smile. I’ve seen you somewhere before. Wait, it’ll come to me if or when necessary. No need to be so precious, give it time.


      Don’t panic, you have plenty of that at your disposal. I’ve had many pass through here who thought too much of themselves once they realized just what was what.


      They’re all gone away. Dead, I suppose.


      They brought it all on themselves. I only did what I had to defend myself, nothing more.


      Let’s sort through more of those inevitable questions: my name is Ita, I don’t know where we are, but this is not Earth. The home you once knew was a sham, a fake, it’s gone. Before you arrived you were dead, asleep, a bunch of cells, who knows. And no, I don’t know who keeps us here; I’ve never seen or spoken to them.


      Pleased to meet you Julian.


      There now, you’re looking all confused and a little miffed. Oh of course, you wanted to sound like the hero in the movies who asks those questions that spurs everyone to action: Where are we, how can we escape from here, I have rights you know!


      You’re funny.


      But you smile, you’re a good boy, you think you know when the time is right to be calm or when to make a fuss. I’m glad you recognize I’m not as stupid as I look. It’s the ears and big neck, I know. No fainting flower or hefty boob job here; just relentless, reluctant practicality. Unfortunately, I don’t have the piece of string and chewing gum that will bust us out of here. And no, asking nicely doesn’t work either.


      Oh yes, you can ask, for many things. Need a drink to wrap your tongue around while you wrap your head around all this water? Yes, there is a lot of it. All around and never ending, as far as the eye wants to see.


      There’s your drink, there on the table just inside the door. Whisky, Scottish, on the rocks.


      The house knows what you want even before you do. They’re in our heads. You get used to it after a while and I’m getting better at anticipating it. I almost think we have conversations sometimes. Dreams, meditations, transcendental out-of-body experiences. All that nifty new-age, hippy dippy stuff.


      Whatever.


      Change of clothes, something to eat, a book? The house will provide. Toilet, shower? Just behind that door. You even have a screen; every movie, TV show, documentary, home movie, news clip at your disposal, all from Before. It’s not bad, as far as incarcerations go. If you miss humanity, there are plenty of gentle reminders how great we were.


      Did I say great? I meant terrible.


      Personally, I’d rather read.


      I have it all too, in my house. Mirror image. But this is my door, and I draw the line right here, mister. Don’t smirk at me like that, I’m serious. You knock and wait if you want to speak to me, don’t come barging in. And don’t expect to be accommodated all that much. My privacy is important, you got that?


      You’ll want to think about it, hard. It’s all we have here. That, and the water.


      All around.


      


      This sunrise is as real as one wants to make it.


      One has to wonder: for the effort they’ve gone to with this place, the effort to keep us full, fit and happy—to a point—why did they get the sun wrong? It’s only a little bit off.


      Fit. Now there’s something. None of that low lying, constant pain, none of that blood pressure all over the place like Before. It’s been gone since day one. I’d like to say I’m a new person, but they left me with the funny fingers, the thick neck, this box I came in.


      I bet you’re feeling better, a little different. Yes, I know you’re there, no matter how quiet you try to be. Call it intuition if that makes you feel better.


      This place changes everyone. It just depends what you do with it.


      No thank you, I don’t do caffeine, it makes me jumpy. Best to keep as clear a head as possible.


      You slept well. No, that’s a fact. No matter your sleeping habits Before, don’t try to stay awake, don’t fight it, it’s no use here, for eight hours you’re gone. At least the night and day here stick to a schedule. But they want you out for their own reasons.


      Sleep better, wake up better. Run the maze, push the bar, get a reward.


      Punishment? Goodness, your mind leapt there early. Got something in mind?


      You’re not the first to ask. Or to try. I’ll leave you to think that one over. I have my own things to do. Barely made a dent in a history of literature.


      You might want to choose a hobby to keep yourself occupied. Just one suggestion, a warning if you want to go there: If you’re into exercise, and I can tell by your moneyed body you are, don’t swim out too far.


      I’m walking, walking, walking away, have to get away. It’s been a while and there’s only so much…


      Still walking. The two houses they’re… further away than usual. I must have not been thinking about it, I just did it. Plank upon footstep upon plank, I haven’t been able to make the pier longer like this in quite some time, so something has changed.


      


      I’ve told you before; don’t try sneaking up on me. This shouldn’t be that hard.


      I’ve found out you’re an educated man, how proud you are of your self-control. Yes, I know of you, by accident really. I was watching a movie the other night—I’m not a one trick pony, you understand—and I saw you.


      Of course, this means absolutely nothing, not to me, not to them, not to all this. Your smile, those eyes, won’t get you anywhere.


      Unclench those fists.


      For all we know we could be on display in some cosmic museum. And even the best anthropologists get some details wrong. Maybe we’re too alien for them to understand.


      I don’t want to be here any more than you do, but I’ve made my peace with it, of sorts. I’m comfortable. The freedom I do have is enough, and quite pleasant if you don’t think too hard outside invisible walls. Claustrophobia has never been my thing, except when forced to share.


      No one is coming to save us, and even if you did get out of here, what do you expect is beyond that horizon?


      For all my rejection of hope, I do fall prey to it in regards to one thing. It’s no coincidence that all my cell mates have been male.


      I’m not sure what my captors are expecting to happen. A miracle? I sound like some strange superhero— Monosomy X Girl, to the rescue!—but they haven’t given me back my dropped chromosome. It’s nice to know they think I’m fine the way I am. I’m still as infertile as the day I didn’t hit puberty.


      No need to pretend, you’re not shocked. Disappointed maybe; you all come with that inbuilt Adam and Eve complex. Even if I could, I wouldn’t, not with you, not with any of them. What do you expect would happen after a few generations? The inbreeding would kill us, only a little slower. And it’s seriously creepy.


      Besides, I’m not your type. I can tell by the way you can’t bring yourself to look at my lack of breasts, or my eyes. You don’t like older women.


      To a man, the subject has always been broached. I am not some receptacle for humanity’s hope. I am not the guardian of all things womanhood, your mother, sister, wife or even a friend. I don’t want your labels or expectations. Humanity died the moment we cut our friends a sideways look. Perhaps they were naïve, perhaps we were arrogant. Nothing’s going to change that now.


      I’m sick of always having to go there. That’s the only time I feel like some experiment, the amoeba under the microscope. Will he? Won’t he?


      And I have to laugh, or run. And then defend. No threat; it’s a promise. I have no compunction about going for the soft spots, and if I don’t he’ll always be waiting outside the next day.


      Unless they can’t live with themselves. There’s always that. Always. All around.


      Some quit quicker than others. At least two were removed after attempting… no, you’re looking too eager for that story. Back off.


                        To a man, I’m never unhappy to see them go, no matter the circumstances of their leave taking. It’s usually messy.


      I refuse to clean up after my captors. Their rats, their maze, their problem.


      Of course I’m a pessimist. It’s the only reason I’m still alive and reasonably sane after so long. Yes yes, I know, subjectivity and all that.


      Go ahead, be the optimist if it works for you. Stupid, brave, your mileage may vary. Until advised otherwise, our purpose is to endure.


      There you go again, looking out to the horizon. No, no one else has ever swum out that far. I only know it’s far enough and deep enough to kill. You can push our friends as far as you like, but I can assure you they’re not going to save you from yourself if you want to do something stupid. Then it’ll be up to me to build the causeway out to come get you.


      Watch; it works like this. Hang on, I have to concentrate for a moment, not so good at that.


      There they are, coming in from nowhere, ain’t that a trick?


      Where’s your pretty tongue now, hmm?


      That’s your opinion. I’m still me. It might be just something they taught me, it might be something that’s always been latent in us, waiting for them to come and flick the switch.


      Stop. Stop. I’m going in. Shutting the door now.


      Shutting the door against eyes that are far too blue.


      


      You’ve been standing outside my closed door a lot lately.


      I’ve had to ask for the lock to be put back on. Thankfully, they complied.


      Did I say ‘thankfully’? Yes, yes I did.


      
         You’re hurt by that?


      I’m shutting my door now.


      


      I hear things breaking at night, but in the morning all is back to rights.


      I dare not go outside after full dark.


      There are no stars at night.


      I do so miss my empty sky.


      I… I… I…


      


      It’s too quiet now.


      The water is too heavy.


      Wrong green. All around.


      


      I have myself back to myself. He’s behaving, but there’s always that shiver of expectation, like he’d leap at the chance if I changed my mind. Like he thinks I’m lying to protect myself and he’s being magnanimous by honouring my lie.


      There’s no room for all that Before thinking in here. This life, this cell, is not big enough.


      He swims a lot. Maybe he thinks it makes him look defiant, brave, virile.


      I hate myself, but I can’t help but look.


      I hate his blue eyes, his blonde curls, his easy smile, everything I’ve trained myself to be suspicious of.


      I’m thinking about it too much. I’ll sit here on the end of the longest causeway I’ve built yet, planks unfolding beneath my feet, posts firmly in place (how far down do they go?), and stare out to the off-blue horizon, trying not to look at him.


      It’ll get easier as time goes on, it’ll stop.


      Dammit, in an effort not to think about him, I’m thinking about them. Perhaps don’t have bodies, or bodies too far beyond our understanding. Perhaps they’re us, generation to the power of nth.


      Don’t think too hard… I’m not scared by that… don’t think too hard…


      Open my eyes. The horizon has not moved.


      But he’s swum out too far.


      I’m holding my breath.


      He’s turned around now.


      Damn him.


      


      He’s lasted the longest of any of them.


      He hasn’t spoken to me in days. This should be a good thing. His thoughts are like a weight on my dreams, and the sky is darker for it, the sea choppier, the pier shorter.


      I’m not impressed by the distraction. My mantra is decaying, my resolve nothing but the muck you might find underneath the causeway.


      This is not a love song.


      I don’t want to like him. He’s arrogant, self-assured, nice, like he’s been told to be, but not like he should be.


      Yes, the strain is showing around his smile, or he could be a good actor. Difficult to tell where one ends and the other begins.


      In an effort to avoid thinking about him—I just want to read—I’ve been playing around with this thing I can do with their pier. I thought about building it out as far as the horizon but how long is a piece of string?


      Some days straight, some days a spiral, around and around the houses, all around and down and down…


      He says nothing, just swims under it, an eel, a shark.


      Then: a thought. What else can I do? How odd, I’ve never had this kind of thought, not even Before.


      So I push at the air, stir at the thick ocean soup, paint with clouds. It’s not easy, takes concentration, and I’m dreadfully out of practise, falling under six feet of reluctance.


      But for the first time here I have weather, and that makes it feel a bit more like home.


      It is useful. It keeps him out of the water.


      Then there’s that weight of his thoughts, which just doesn’t match up. He might not speak to me, but in the glancing passes we dance through he does smile.


      It’s a smile that can do damage, it’s a smile that’s all wrong.


      Like the sky.


      This place has caught him. He sees its edges, cracks in the facade like shadows out the corner of the eyes.


      In a way, I feel sorry for him. It’s only a matter of time, and there’s nothing I want to do, or can do.


      When his thoughts turn hot and heavy, a star, a ball off gas and fire near death, I stir the ocean just enough so that he must stay inside.


      Maybe that’s the wrong thing to do.


      Sometimes, just sometimes, I wish they would tell me what I’m supposed to do, why I’m here. Then it passes.


      They don’t own me. I don’t believe in destiny.


      


      I’ve made it rain for the first time. The ocean is still, and the gentle drops make little divots in the glass.


      Déjà vu sits heavy, an indrawn breath, the lungs burning.


      I am sitting at the end of the pier, kick kick, left right. The causeway is short today, only a couple hundred metres.


      I don’t know or care where he is.


      The lies come easier now: I am over him, he is nothing but dead weight.


      Nothing has happened. He’s been the proper gentleman, giving the best performance of his life.


      Why can’t we just get on with the ever After without being burdened by these ridiculous expectations?


      Cell, museum, now zoo. If they were so clever, they wouldn’t need these puppet strings. They could just take the hair or skin I shed every day in that house that never needs cleaning. They could take what they want when I sleep. I have no power over it.


      There it is, maybe, nebulous and stupid: perhaps this is their way of making amends.


      I register the splash long after it happens, so used to the tight catalogue of noises. He’s a long way out before I find—feel—him, head of bright curls bobbing like a warning buoy against the thick morass.


      He doesn’t turn, doesn’t call back any meaningless platitude. I won’t make it stop raining, it’s harming him none. Wet is wet.


      Further and further, stroke after powerful stroke. I wait and watch, sick with anticipation, further than ever before, and still he keeps going.


      I’ve almost lost him, his head a pinpoint, white hot star against the dark sky space vacuum water, after-burn on my retinas against closed eyes. Perhaps he should be over some curve now, but physics don’t work like that here.


      When it comes, I’m straining to hear his cry. Perhaps there was one, I don’t know, it’s lost beneath the slap of my feet as plank after plank falls into place.


      Long, straight, fast, true, but not enough.


      The edge of all this ripples for a long moment, like pushing against a thick viscous gel, navy blue against the midnight, a stain on the satin.


      He found the way out.


      Damn him.


      Later, much later when I am soaked through I turn around and make the long walk back to the house. Crying won’t make a difference even if I could. Water, water, everywhere, only inches beneath my feet.


      I don’t bother to pull the planks up behind me, and they do not follow.


      I’ll figure out what to do with the causeway.


      But it must be soon, or they will come again.


                    
                        ‘The Day the Books Left’, Simon Kewin

       
                        Managra strode the empty library, her footsteps echoing on the wooden floor. A hard, hollow sound. It was different when the books were here: sounds were softer and the air hummed as if with a million insects. Now the galleries were deserted places. Lifeless.

                        
                        But the books would be back soon. Back from their winter in distant lands. They were late, that was all. They were always late these days. People said the weather was changing, affecting the migration patterns. Maybe that was it. When she’d been young, an acolyte, the place hummed with activity from spring to autumn. Now the people didn’t come and the books didn’t come and it was impossible to know what was the cause and what was the effect.

                        
                        She crossed to one of the tall windows, looking out for the hundredth time that day, hoping to see a flock of skipping, lurching dots approaching. For a moment she thought they were there, flocking from the south. Her heart fluttered. But, no; it was just some birds. Managra cranked the slats open a little wider. The iron mechanism creaked as the glass hinged outwards, glinting in the sun, breathing hot air into the library,

                        
                        She thought about the previous fall, the day the books left. Always the grimmest time of the year. They’d been restless for days, occasionally leaping from the shelves and fluttering around the halls before returning to their slots. Then, at some unspoken signal Managra could never see or hear, they thronged into the air as one and clattered off, flapping their covers hard to gain height and keep up with the flock. Slim, flighty pamphlets were always the first to go, spiralling upwards to dart through the windows into the open air. Novels followed and then, some way behind, lumbering reference books. The last to leave were the vast atlases, their covers almost too large to fit through the biggest windows, flapping with such sedate slowness it was a marvel they even flew at all.

                        
                        Within an hour they were all gone. Managra had watched them flying into the southern sky with a cold weight in her gut. Perhaps they wouldn’t return. Perhaps this was the year.

                        
                        For a month or two she’d filled her time dusting and cleaning. Polishing the shelves and repainting the category markers. But some time around the turn of the year she’d begun to run out of distractions. Started to leave a window or two open in case some straggler, blown off course on a winter wind, needed shelter. None had come. She took to wandering the galleries, longing for that first rustle of pages, that first flash of white in the air. The returning of life. Every morning she cranked all the great windows open and every evening she cranked them shut again. The shelves remained empty.

                        
                        Some said the books were shot from the sky as they flocked over lands further to the south. A sport. The thought of that made Managra seethe with anger. Blasted into tatters, the books would be useless. Mere paper snowing from the sky. Was that it? Or had some storm blown them out to sea, some deluge pulping them to mush? She always wanted to go with them when they left, look after them, protect them. But of course she could never keep up.

                        
                        She’d asked the old librarian when she first arrived. “Why let them go? Why not close the windows and keep them here?”

                        
                        The old man, grey-haired and bent over as if from all the books he’d borne, shook his head and looked wistful. “Can’t do that. You’ll understand one day, girl.”

                        
                        And Managra did, now, understand. Now she was the librarian. The books had to be free. Words kept locked up and unread were not words. They were lines on paper. Ideas had to move and flow. Fertilise. They were living things and life was change.

                        
                        Thinking these thoughts, she walked slowly back to her desk in the centre of the main hall. Here was the one book that remained in the library. The Index. Not really a book at all, of course. Or, put another way, it was all books. It recorded the titles of each other volume, along with notes on their location, condition and behaviour. Managra noted the date of last year’s arrival. She’d been alarmed then. Now it was ten days later still. She shut the Index with a dusty clump.

                        
                        She sat down and sighed. The sunlight through the windows cast a patchwork of golden squares on the wooden floor. A million motes of dust swarmed in the beams. But there was no other movement. She had to accept it. The books weren’t coming. And a library without books wasn’t a library. It was a large empty building with lots of shelves. Just as a librarian without books wasn’t a librarian. She was an old woman with no point to her life.

                        
                        After another hour of staring into the distance she rose and began a final circuit of the halls. In each gallery she wound the iron handles that levered the windows shut. Then she descended the stone stairs down to the library’s entrance.

                        
                        Managra hauled the wooden doors wide. Intense, summer sun flooded in, blinding her. Another reason she liked to stay in the shadowy halls. But there was no point, now. Squinting against the solid light she stepped outside. Turned and placed the brass key back in the lock to seal up the library for ever. When this simple act was done she stood for a moment, looking out over the world, wondering what to do now.

                        
                        The distant tinkle of broken glass interrupted her thoughts. She stood for a moment, confused, replaying the sound in her mind, trying to work out where it came from. One of the upper galleries.

                        
                        Unlocking the door again, she shuffled back up three flights of stone stairs and into the South Wing. There in the centre of the floor lay a smattering of smashed glass from one of the windows.

                        
                        She stepped forwards, breathing heavily. There wasn’t only glass. Sitting in its nest of shards was a book. A slim volume, but the life’s work of an ancient poet. One of her favourites. It lay motionless as if dead. Managra kneeled down and began to stroke it with her old fingers.

                        
                        The book jerked, responding to her touch. It fluttered its pages. Stopped. Jerked again, then lifted off with a sudden buzz. Managra laughed to see it, swirling around her head. One book had returned. A million had flown off but one, one, had returned.

                        
                        Tears filled her eyes as she followed the book’s skipping flight, seeking its place on the shelves. The exact spot it had flown from six months earlier. With a final ruffle of its leaves it perched there to rest. She would leave it be for now. But tomorrow, she would take it down and read it. The library was still a library and she was still a librarian. It would do.

                        
                        The vast smashing sound from behind took her by surprise. On a rush of papery air, a million books came crashing through the windows, filling the air with their sudden rustle and clatter.

                        
                        Watching them all as they danced around, Managra sank to her knees and cried and laughed, both at once.

                        
                    
                        
                            ‘Godwin's Law’, Curtis C. Chen
                        

                        
                        “Welcome back, Professor Kawasaki,” said the gargoyle as Michael stepped through the security gate. He nodded at the creature, not meeting its bottomless gaze, and retrieved his keys from the stone dish in its claws.


      Michael walked to the memorial wall. The flags were as he remembered—USA on the left, CIA on the right—but the field of black stars floating above the white marble had multiplied since the last time he’d seen it. He now counted more than a hundred stars, each one representing a Company employee who had died in the line of service.


      He stepped closer and looked at the Book of Honor, framed in steel and glass below the starfield. Less than half the gold sigils painted in the book’s pages had names written next to them, either in English or Runic.


      
         Is your name in here, Linda? Are you one of these stars?
      


      “Michael,” said a gravelly voice behind him.


      Robert Denford didn’t look like he’d aged a single day since Michael left the Company. The two men shook hands coolly.


      “How’ve you been?” Denford asked.


      Michael glanced back at the wall. “You said it was a matter of historic importance. That’s the only reason I’m here.”


      “Let’s go to the archives.”


      Michael followed Denford into an elevator. Denford pushed a button.


      “I hear you made deputy director,” Michael said as the doors closed.


      Denford shrugged. “War is good for business.”


      


      Before the elevator reached the basement, Denford pulled out his access talisman and opened a portal in the back wall. He and Michael stepped through the glowing circle and into a dim cave. There was no way to tell where this archive was; CIA had secret underground caches all over the world.


      The two men walked down a long aisle of bookshelves that looked as if they had grown right out of the rough-hewn rock walls. Michael watched Denford pull one shelf out from the wall and unfold it into an impossibly large space. They stepped inside, and Denford parted another set of shelves.


      Michael saw labels reading MIDWAY and MARSHALL ISLANDS on his way into a closet walled by what looked like multicolored curtains, but were actually floor-to-ceiling file volumes. He looked around in awe. The Company hadn’t used curtain files since—


      “World War Two?” Michael asked.


      Denford tugged a cloth line, and the material poured into his hand and became a hardbound book. “This is why we’re here.”


      Michael read the book cover. “Hitler’s daughter. You’re joking, right?”


      “The old man wants complete discretion. That’s why I called you.”


      “I’m retired,” Michael said. “You can get someone more expert to tell you, authoritatively, that this is a crock. Something the Third Reich made up to scare the Allies as a last resort.”


      “So you’ve heard the stories.”


      “Yeah. Nazis raping Jewish and Romani prisoners, trying to breed supernatural talents into the master race. It didn’t work.”


      Denford reached into his jacket and pulled out a modern file folder, bordered in red-and-white eyes-only logograms. The symbols shifted and moved over the paper. “There’s evidence that it did.”


      “If you actually had convincing proof, you’d be talking to the JIC.”


      “You’re right,” Denford said. “It’s promising, but not convincing. We need someone to run it down. Quietly. The old man trusts you.”


      “And no one would suspect an elderly college professor.”


      Denford smiled. “Everybody fights.”


      Michael took the file. “Nobody wins.”


      He opened the folder and was surprised to see a black-and-white photograph of some kind of protest rally, with one woman’s face highlighted in a red circle. Under that were photocopied pages from an FBI surveillance file. “Emily Watanabe?”


      “Half German, half Japanese,” Denford said. “She’s probably got a different name now. Ran with violent radicals back in the day. Still wanted in connection with several domestic terrorism incidents.”


      “So she’s an Axis super-baby?”


      “Not exactly. You know about Operation Wechselbalg?”


      Michael frowned. “I don’t speak German.”


      “It means ‘changeling.’” Denford tapped the book he was holding. “Hirohito wouldn’t donate any women for medical experiments, so the Krauts started copying them on the sly. Diplomats’ wives, Generals’ geishas, duplicated using thaumaturgy and then impregnated by German soldiers—”


      “Yeah, I’ve read the briefs. But those doppelgängers never lived long enough to give birth,” Michael said. “And even if they had, how would one of those children end up in a civil rights march at UCLA?”


      “There is evidence,” Denford said slowly, as if choosing his words carefully, “that certain Germans eluded capture at the end of the war. We’re still looking for some of them today.”


      “Right.” Michael shook his head. “Godwin’s Law. Mention Hitler and you get funding.”


      “We recovered documentation from a dig site near Auschwitz. The records indicate the Nazis moved people through portals, out of Europe, before the Allies rolled in. Some of those people were children. And some of them ended up in America.”


      “The records have been authenticated?”


      Denford nodded. “By sensers from three different agencies. If you still had security clearance, I’d offer to let you touch the pages yourself. But you might not want to. One of them’s signed by Mengele.”


      Michael shuddered. “Why wouldn’t they have just killed the children? Why send them away?”


      “If you were babysitting Der Fuhrer’s daughter, what would you do?”


      “Fair point.”


      “We’ve already cross-referenced with US adoption and medical records.” Denford pointed at the file folder. “Emily Watanabe is a changeling. We need to know what kind of power she might possess. The old man’s retiring soon, and he wants to tie up some loose ends.”


      “Go out on a win, you mean,” Michael said. “So what do I get out of it?”


      “We’re prepared to double your pension—”


      “I don’t care about money.” Michael swallowed the lump in his throat. “You know what I want, Robbie.”


      Denford folded his arms. “I can get you a meeting with the old man, but it’s up to him whether you get the information.”


      “Fine. Get me the meeting.”


      “After you find the woman.”


      “I’ll find her.” Michael opened the folder again. “She’d be in her sixties now?”


      “Yes. You’ll find a computer-aged photo in there.”


      “You don’t have anything more recent than—” Michael read the caption on the protest photo. “1970? She’s been off the grid for forty years?”


      “Can’t blame her. Read the FBI file.”


      Michael blew out a breath and closed the folder. “This might take a while.”


      “That’s why the old man wanted his Bloodhound.” Denford pressed the book against the wall, where it became a line of cloth again, and gestured toward the exit. “Two more things. One, you’re authorized to use Transit—”


      Michael stopped in mid-stride. “You’re giving me a stone?”


      “No. That’s the second thing. We’re issuing you a gargoyle.”


      


      Michael climbed out of the Metro Rail station drenched in sweat. He had entered the Transit portal dressed for winter in Virginia, not sunny California. He pulled off his scarf and overcoat and tried not to think about how much his magical shortcut had just cost the taxpayers.


      “Keep up, Rocky,” he called over his shoulder.


      The gargoyle followed Michael up the steps, wearing the glamour of a thin young academic. “Perhaps you could call me by a less conspicuous name, Professor.”


      “Relax. That illusion could withstand a nuclear blast.” It was true; even Michael had to focus hard to sense through the Company’s concealment spell. “You can drive a stick, right?”


      After picking up the rental car, their first stop was a small cottage in Canoga Park. The little old lady who answered the door had a face like a dried apple and a thatch of gray hair covering her forehead. She reminded Michael of his late grandmother, right down to the two cats always swarming around her feet.


      Michael bowed and said, “Gomen kudasai, Fujita-san.”


      “Irasshaimasse,” Mrs. Fujita replied.


      Michael handed her a business card. “I’m Professor Michael Kawasaki, and this is my research assistant, Rocky.”


      “Hello,” said the gargoyle. He had stooped down to pet a black-and-white cat who had been sunning himself on the porch.


      “We’re conducting a research project on mid-twentieth-century Japanese-American genealogy,” Michael continued.


      “Columbia University,” Mrs. Fujita said, reading his business card. “You’re a long way from home.”


      “We received a very generous grant. May we ask you a few questions?”


      “Of course. Please, come in.”


      He had been hoping that she’d offer to shake his hand before inviting them in, but Mrs. Fujita deftly avoided all physical contact for several hours, despite serving Michael and Rocky a multi-course tea of various biscuits, crackers, and cookies. Michael had to use one of the fake questionnaires prepared by the Company and sit through all of Mrs. Fujita’s long-winded answers. He got some signals off her photo albums, but they weren’t enough.


      She finally shook Michael’s hand as she was saying goodbye to him and Rocky. Michael concentrated while his fingertips touched her skin, searching out any memories which might link to Emily Watanabe. It took more effort than he remembered to make contact. He felt lightheaded as he walked back to the car.


      “Are you well, Professor?” Rocky asked.


      “I hope these interviews don’t all take that long.” Michael opened the glovebox and pulled out a spiral-bound report. “I’d like to finish this op before I die of old age.”


      He said it to Rocky’s face, but he wasn’t saying it to Rocky. All the Company’s gargoyles were linked—what one saw, the others also saw—and Michael was sure Denford had another stone sentry back at Langley recording everything that Michael was doing.


      He closed his eyes and ran his thumb across the edge of the report, flipping the pages slowly. It had been a long time since he’d done this kind of paper-scrying, and he wasn’t sure he still had the knack. But he was not going to venture back into Mrs. Fujita’s house. He’d pick the next name at random if he had to.


      A sharp sensation in the tip of his thumb, halfway between an electric shock and a pinprick, told him he hadn’t lost his gift. Michael opened the book where his thumb had stopped, took the hand which had touched Mrs. Fujita, and moved it down the list of names until his fingertips pulsed.


      “Suzume Miyahara,” he read. “If she has cats, I’m faking an allergy.”


      


      Mrs. Miyahara did have cats, but she did not invite Michael and Rocky into her house. She seemed deeply suspicious of everything.


      “What kind of research project, did you say?” she asked, her eyes narrowing behind her screen door.


      “Genealogy,” Michael said. “Our records indicate you were born at Manzanar in 1942—”


      “Whose records?”


      Michael struggled to keep smiling. “The university has access to federal documents from the World War Two era,” he said. “I believe there was a Freedom of Information Act request involved. Isn’t that right, Rocky?”


      “Yes, Professor,” said the gargoyle. He had found another cat in the driveway to befriend.


      “Well,” Mrs. Miyahara huffed, “I was only three years old when they closed down that terrible place. I really don’t remember very much about it, thank goodness.”


      “Do you remember a girl named Emily Watanabe? She would have been born about the same time you were, in the camp.”


      “Why do you want to know about Emily?”


      Michael felt a surge of optimism. “So you did know her.”


      “She disappeared. Many years ago,” Mrs. Miyahara said. “After all those bombings downtown. Probably she ran away.” She peered at Michael. “Who did you say you are?”


      Michael offered a business card. Mrs. Miyahara opened the screen door a fraction of an inch to snatch the card. Her finger brushed against Michael’s for only a split second, but it was enough for him to get a read.


      


      “Professor,” Rocky said as he drove them to the next address, “I have a question.”


      “Can this wait, Denford?” Michael said.


      “I am not relaying a question, Professor,” Rocky said. “I wish to ask you a question.”


      “Oh.” Michael wondered if gargoyles could be offended. “Go ahead.”


      “How confident are you that Emily Watanabe is still living in the greater Los Angeles area?” Rocky asked. “It would seem reasonable for a fugitive to relocate as far as possible from the scene of her crimes.”


      “These are her people,” Michael said.


      “I do not understand.”


      “How much do you know about the Japanese-American internment camps?”


      “After the attack on Pearl Harbor, individuals of Japanese descent on the west coast of the United States were relocated to detainment facilities for several years.”


      Michael shook his head. “No. That’s the encyclopedia entry.” He felt a piece of Mrs. Miyahara’s memory fluttering against his consciousness. “Most of these people were American citizens, and they were forced from their homes and sent to prison camps. They lost their jobs, they lost their property; many of them didn’t have homes to return to when the war ended.”


      Rocky merged onto the freeway. “It is supremely regrettable, Professor. But I do not see how this is relevant to ascertaining Emily Watanabe’s current whereabouts.”


      “She grew up in a country which incarcerated her parents without due process and dropped two atomic bombs on her ancestors’ homeland,” Michael said. “She’s not going to trust anyone except her own people to hide her.”


      After a pause, Rocky said, “I understand.”


      


      Their next interviewee was Kenji Sato, and the only thing he wanted to talk about was baseball, especially after he learned Michael was from New York. Rocky, distracted by an orange cat who curled up in his lap, was completely oblivious to Michael’s non-verbal cries for help. It took nearly two hours for Michael to extricate himself and Rocky.


      Things went on like that for another two days. Michael had expected this to take a while; if the FBI hadn’t been able to track down Emily Watanabe for forty years, he didn’t expect he’d be able to do it overnight, working alone.


      The internment camps seemed to be the common thread linking Emily Watanabe to all these people. They hadn’t all been at the same locations, but they had all been imprisoned and treated as less than human for years. That shared experience had bonded them together.


      
         I could have been in one of those camps, Michael thought as Rocky drove down yet another freeway at sunset on the third day. Grandpa could have taken that job in San Francisco, moved the family out west, and we could have all ended up at Manzanar…
      


      With Hitler’s daughter. He chuckled. It still seemed completely absurd.


      Michael reminded himself why he was here at all. He didn’t care who this woman was; he just needed to collect the bargaining chip to use as leverage against the old man. So Michael could have a chance to learn the secret over which he’d resigned from the Company.


      
         Where are you, Linda?
      


      “We have arrived, Professor,” Rocky said.


      Michael blinked and looked around. They were in yet another southern California suburb, full of single-story houses, manicured lawns, and palm trees towering above the street.


      And another black-and-white cat on the sidewalk.


      Michael sat up in his seat. “We’ve seen that cat before.”


      Rocky looked over. “Many cats have similar appearances.”


      “No.” Michael opened his door and stepped out. The cat blinked at him. “I recognize its stripes. That’s the same cat we saw at Mrs. Fujita’s house. What’s it doing on the other side of the Valley?”


      He knelt down and stretched out a hand. “Here, kitty. Good kitty?”


      The cat blinked again. Michael wondered for a moment if it might be a bakeneko, but you’d have to be crazy to keep one of those monsters as a pet—or even allow it within the city limits. This was definitely the same cat he’d seen two days earlier, though.


      Michael concentrated on sensing the animal’s true form, peering through any supernatural layers that might be disguising its true appearance. He had been one of the best sensers in the Company, in his time. It helped that most people still thought the ability was unusual for people of East Asian descent. They didn’t expect him to have the sense; it was more likely that a Nikkei would be a shaper or—


      The image of the cat rippled, and for an instant, Michael saw the face of a woman with dark eyes, framed by billows of long, black hair.


      The cat yowled, leapt, and broke into a run across the street.


      “Hey!” Michael jumped up and ran after the cat. She slipped into the long shadows of sunset, but now that Michael had seen through to her true face, he could follow the trail of her aura with no problem.


      He ran to the end of the block, turned right, and stepped on something hard and slick. His foot flew out from underneath him, and he landed hard on his backside and elbow. The impact—and pain—vibrated through his bones.


      Michael cursed silently, teeth clenched and eyes watering. I’m way too old for this crap.
      


      Rocky ran up, knelt down behind Michael, and put a hand on the side of his neck. “Professor! Are you injured?”


      Michael wiped the tears from his eyes and peered down at his own aura. He saw scarlet lines of pain shooting through his torso, but none of the yellow-white starbursts that would indicate broken bones. “No. I’m fine. Just had the wind knocked out of me.” He sat up and took a few deep breaths. “What the hell did I slip on?”


      Rocky placed his hands on the sidewalk. Michael saw something flat and round glinting in the sunlight. “It appears to be ice.”


      “Ice?” Michael crawled forward, not yet ready to attempt standing, and ran his fingers over the translucent disk. It felt cold to the touch, and his fingers came away wet. “It’s sunny and seventy-five degrees out here. Where the hell did a patch of ice come from?”


      “Perhaps it is supernatural in origin,” Rocky said. “Did you sense something unusual in the cat?”


      “Yeah. That was not a cat. That was a human, a shaper. If it was the same person we saw at Mrs. Fujita’s house—and if she’s got a rainmaker friend hiding around here—” Michael looked around. The cat’s aura trail had already faded, but a rainmaker’s area effect might show as residual mist or steam. He saw nothing. “There’s something weird going on.”


      “Should we continue with our interviews?”


      Michael tried to stand up, but his right leg refused to cooperate. “Let’s start again tomorrow. Help me up.”


      


      There was no sign of the black-and-white cat when they returned the next morning. Michael looked around carefully before approaching the house and ringing the doorbell.


      The interview started as all the others had. Jezebel Arai answered the door, Michael introduced himself, she invited him inside without a handshake, he walked through his fake genealogy questionnaire while searching for an opening to touch his fingertips to her skin. Halfway through his first survey page, a middle-aged Japanese man walked out of the kitchen.


      “Hey, Ma—” He stopped and bowed. “Sorry, I didn’t know you had company.”


      Jezebel introduced Michael, then said, “This is my son, Ichiro.”


      Ichiro frowned at Michael. “Is everything okay?”


      Michael knew he was staring. He had seen something surrounding Ichiro the moment he walked into the room. There was a ripple outlining his body, almost certainly a glamour, and if Michael concentrated, he would be able to sense through it and see—


      “Your aura,” Michael said. “It’s very distinctive. I’ve seen it before.” Yesterday, in the shape of a cat.
      


      Ichiro took a step back. “Excuse me?”


      Michael stood up, and so did Rocky. “It’s hereditary, you know. Like so many other things—”


      Ichiro turned and ran back into the kitchen.


      “Rocky!” Michael shouted. The gargoyle leapt over the coffee table and ran across the room after Ichiro.


      “What’s going on?” Jezebel demanded.


      Michael grabbed her wrist with one hand. “You’re not his mother.”


      “How dare you!”


      But Michael wasn’t listening. He reached into Jezebel’s mind, searching for anything linked to Emily Watanabe or the black-and-white cat. A civilian like Jezebel shouldn’t have had much in the way of mental shielding, but something blocked Michael from connecting.


      “Professor,” Rocky said.


      Michael opened his eyes and looked at the gargoyle. “Where is he?”


      “I do not know.”


      “Did you look for a cat?”


      “I did not see any cats.”


      “Dammit.” Michael turned back to Jezebel. “Just give me a minute here.”


      “Let go of me!” Jezebel said.


      “You heard the lady,” said Ichiro.


      He was walking down the stairs to the front room, holding a shotgun. There must have been another way upstairs. Maybe a tree that a cat could climb. Michael chastised himself for being sloppy, but who would expect an elderly Issei—someone who grew up in Japan, where even holding a handgun was illegal—to keep a firearm in her house?


      Rocky stepped between Michael and Ichiro. “Do not interfere,” the gargoyle said.


      “I’m going to count to three!” Ichiro said. “Then I’m going to—”


      Rocky reached out for the shotgun. The weapon discharged, filling the house with a deafening sound and spewing a cloud of black pellets at Rocky. He didn’t even slow down, just closed his fist around the barrel of the shotgun and crumpled it. Ichiro released the weapon, and Rocky tossed it aside.


      Michael returned his attention to Jezebel, felt her concern for Ichiro, slid down that emotional judder, located a dimple in her defenses, dove through—


      Michael slammed up against something impenetrable. He couldn’t remember ever sensing a block that dense in anyone’s mind. But he could see what was all around it, even if he couldn’t see inside it. And he recognized the face of the woman he was searching for, drifting there among the echoes of thoughts long forgotten—or erased by supernatural means.


      “Where is his mother?” Michael asked, pointing at Ichiro.


      “I am his mother!” Jezebel said.


      “His biological mother!” Michael said. “Emily Watanabe!”


      Nobody spoke for a moment. Then Ichiro said, “Ma, do you know what he’s talking about?”


      Jezebel glared at Michael. “Who are you?”


      “I’m the guy with an indestructible friend and a lot of questions. Now the rest of this conversation can be very long, or very short.” He squeezed Jezebel’s wrist. “Your choice.”


      “Okay! I’ll take you to her,” she said. “You can talk all you like. But don’t blame me if you’re disappointed.”


      “We’re all going,” Michael said, nodding at Ichiro. “You drive, Arai-san.”


      


      There was no mistaking the face or the aura of the old woman in the bed. It was the same one Michael had seen in Denford’s file, in her fellow detainees’ heads, and in the black-and-white cat last night—or so he thought at the time. He stepped forward, as if getting closer might make a difference in the truth.


      Emily Watanabe—or, as she was registered in the nursing home, Amy Wu—stared off into the distance, her eyes glassy and unfocused. Her mouth hung open, occasionally moving slightly and making a soft noise that could in no way be construed as intelligent speech.


      
         No wonder nobody could find her, Michael thought. We’d never believe an Issei would use a Chinese name, even as cover. Too much bad blood between the two countries in that generation.
      


      Her cousin, Jezebel Arai, and Jezebel’s adopted son, Ichiro—Emily’s biological son—stood behind Michael, watching. Rocky stood on the other side of them, blocking the door. Not that there seemed much need for that now.


      “She’s been going downhill for five years now,” Ichiro said. “First it was her memory. Then her fine motor control started going. Couldn’t feed herself anymore. After that, it just accelerated.”


      “How long has she been like this?” Michael asked.


      “About four months,” Jezebel said. “She comes out of it now and then, but her lucid periods have become shorter and less frequent.”


      “But she still has power.” Michael looked at Ichiro. “You have power.”


      “Yeah, I can grow a full beard and some chest hair if I think about it really hard. Big whoop,” Ichiro said. “You know how this works. Even the people who can do magic have mostly useless abilities.”


      Michael looked at Jezebel. “Why didn’t Emily raise her own son?”


      “She was on the run for so long,” Jezebel said. “She couldn’t risk settling down, but she wanted Ichiro to have a normal life.”


      “What about Ichiro’s father?”


      Jezebel shrugged. “Who knows? It was the sixties.”


      Michael sighed. He couldn’t deny the evidence before his eyes. Then again, this wasn’t the worst result he could have imagined. He’d located the wild goose for the old man, and so what if she wasn’t what he had hoped for? Why should the old man get what he wanted, when so few people ever did?


      “Professor,” Rocky said, “are you ready to go?”


      Michael heard the unspoken message in the gargoyle’s words: Touch her and you’ll know for sure.
      


      He reached out a hand and placed his fingertips on Emily’s palm. He pressed down, feeling her bones through her sallow skin.


      There was a mind there, but just the shadow of one. He could feel memories, thoughts, and stirrings of emotion, but everything was faded, like a poster bleached by the sun. Michael felt like an intruder wandering a deserted homestead.


      He was about to break the connection when he noticed something very faint resonating low in the depths of Emily’s hollow brain. A less practiced senser might not have felt it. Someone who had not been trained by the Company in resisting interrogation might not have recognized it. But Michael saw it, and he knew what it was.


      A back door.


      “We’re done here,” he said, releasing Emily’s hand. “I’m very sorry to have disturbed you and your family, Mr. Arai, Mrs. Arai. You’ll be compensated for the damage to your home and property.”


      He hustled Rocky out of the building and back to their car.


      “Drive,” Michael said.


      “Back to the hotel?” Rocky asked.


      “Just drive. Stay off the freeways.”


      


      They hadn’t gone four blocks before a police cruiser appeared behind them, lights flashing. The siren blared two short bursts.


      “What the hell?” Michael said.


      “I have obeyed all traffic regulations,” Rocky said.


      “Just pull over. Window down, keys on the dash, both hands on the wheel. Let me do the talking.”


      “Yes, Professor.”


      Rocky pulled over to the side of the road and stopped the car. Michael waited for the police officer to approach, but the uniform just sat there in his cruiser.


      An unmarked police car screeched around the corner from the opposite direction and skidded to a halt facing Rocky and Michael’s car. Two plainclothes detectives stepped out and walked up to the car, one on either side.


      “This seems bad,” Michael muttered.


      “I must agree,” Rocky said.


      The detective on the driver’s side, a burly man with a thick mustache, slapped the top of the car and leaned into the open window. “Good morning, gentlemen. LAPD.” He flashed a badge. “Would you like to step out of the vehicle and show us some identification, please?”


      “What’s this all about, officers?” Michael asked in the most helpless voice he could manage. If he had to look like an old man, he might as well play the part.


      “Detectives,” corrected the man on the passenger side. He had short, spiky blond hair and pale blue eyes. “Get out of the car, both of you.”


      Michael and Rocky stepped out and stood on the sidewalk. They handed over their wallets and didn’t say a word when the detectives frisked them roughly.


      “All right, turn around,” said the burly detective. “What do you two eggheads want with the Arai family?”


      “What are your names, detectives?” Michael asked politely. “And your badge numbers? I believe you’re required to notify us before administering a pat-down, and I’d like to register a complaint.”


      The detectives exchanged a look, and then Burly stepped forward and breathed the smell of cigarettes and coffee into Michael’s face. “No, I don’t think you will. Because you’ve been tiptoeing around the Valley all week, running down dozens of people about to be indicted by a grand jury, and my guess is you don’t want anybody to know what you’re up to.”


      “What’s your beef with the Arais?” Blondie asked.


      Michael considered his options. However ham-handed these local cops were, they were right about one thing: Michael couldn’t bust them without exposing himself, and he wasn’t counting on the old man to rescue him this time. But the detectives had told him something new and interesting.


      “Please, detectives,” Michael said, doing his best confused-old-geezer act and faking a slight tremor, “We’re just doing genealogy research for our university. Surely you saw our credentials in our wallets.”


      “Genealogy,” Burly repeated. “You expect me to believe that this is just a coincidence, you two tagging all of the Valley’s major crime families in a single week?”


      
         This is just embarrassing, Michael thought. If you two had been on the West Berlin station, the Stasi wouldn’t have needed to send any spies over the Wall. “I don’t know anything about that. We were simply interviewing families who had a common background, some kind of connection to the World War Two internment camps. Either they were children born there, or their relatives spent time there—”


      “Actually, that does make sense,” Blondie said.


      Burly handed back Michael’s and Rocky’s wallets and looked at his partner. “You’re buying this crap?”


      Blondie shrugged. “Remember what the OCID guys said? The Oyabuns had to all meet somewhere.” He murdered the pronunciation, saying it like OY-ah-buns. “The camps make sense. Really could just be a coincidence.”


      Burly looked over Rocky and Michael for a moment. “So you’re telling me you don’t know anything about the Nickel Yakuza?”


      
         Jesus, why don’t you just drop your pants and bend over? Michael shook his head, meaning to keep his mouth shut, but his curiosity got the better of him. “I’m sorry, Detective. Did you say ‘Nickel Yakuza?’”


      “Yeah,” Burly replied. “Is this ringing a bell now?”


      “No,” Michael said. “I’m just… a little confused. How did these criminals get that name? It doesn’t sound very threatening.”


      Blondie shrugged. “It’s some kind of code word they use with each other. OCID picked it up on wiretaps. Nickel this, nickel that.”


      Something tickled Michael’s mind. He massaged the syllables of “nickel” in his head, remembering how badly Blondie had spoken Japanese earlier. “Begging your pardon, detectives, but could they have been saying ‘Neko?’”


      Burly looked at Blondie. Blondie shrugged.


      “Sure, coulda been that,” Burly said. “Mean something to you?”


      “It’s Japanese,” Michael said, “for ‘cat.’”


      “That makes sense.” Blondie snapped his fingers. “They’ve always got all those cats running around. Remember the meeting we busted up last month at the docks? There was a ton of strays living in that warehouse.”


      “Probably some weird Asian superstition,” Burly said.


      “Japanese consider cats to be good luck charms,” Michael said.


      “Hey, you know who’s good at finding cats?” Blondie said.


      Burly smiled. “Dogs.”


      
         Shit, Michael thought.


      “Who cares why they bring the cats everywhere?” Blondie continued. “As long as the dogs can find ‘em—”


      The detectives walked back toward their car, seeming to have forgotten all about Michael and Rocky. “Call Dispatch,” Burly said. “Tell ‘em to roll every K9 unit they can muster. We can end this whole thing tonight.”


      He whistled at the uniform standing next to the cruiser and made a circular motion with his finger in the air. All three police got back in their vehicles and sped off, leaving Michael and Rocky standing alone on the sidewalk.


      “Shit!” Michael said out loud.


      “That was quite peculiar,” Rocky said.


      Michael ran back to the rental car, ignoring the pain in his leg. “Come on. We need to wrap this up before the Keystone Kops trample all over everything and send Emily and her friends into hiding for real.”


      They got into the car. “Where are we going?” Rocky asked, starting the engine.


      Michael tapped one finger on the dashboard. “She was at Mrs. Fujita’s. There must have been a reason. Let’s try there first.”


      


      Rocky steered the car through LA traffic with inhuman precision, and they arrived back at Mrs. Fujita’s cottage within minutes.


      “I will go first,” Rocky said as they got out of the car. “You have no weapons.”


      “No argument from me,” Michael said.


      Rocky led the way up to the house. The front door was slightly ajar. The gargoyle pulled the screen door open—Michael winced as he heard it squeak—and tapped the inner door with one hand. It swung open slowly.


      Michael looked around Rocky and into the house. All the furniture was there, just as it had been when Mrs. Fujita had served them tea three days ago, but she was nowhere in sight. Neither were her cats. The entire house stood silent and still.


      “Mrs. Fujita?” Rocky called, walking forward into the house. “Are you home? It’s Rocky and Professor—”


      The gargoyle seized up, all its limbs and joints locking into place, and then began emitting a buzzing noise. Michael had just drawn a breath to ask what was happening when Rocky exploded in a shower of rock and steam.


      The blast knocked Michael backwards. As he fell, something icy slid over his skin, and then his eyes stopped working.


      


      Michael knew exactly where he was. He had aced the audio maze portion of his field agent exam, where he had to identify the path taken through a city by sound alone, and he had never fallen out of practice. It made for a good party trick: make an audio recording of your cab ride over here, and the Professor’ll tell you which intersection you came from.


      The block of ice that encased Rocky’s shattered remains and Michael’s body had hit the ground with a thud, and then a single person—male, judging by the footfalls—had come along and levitated the whole mass around to the back of the cottage and into a detached two-car garage. The garage door had rolled shut, a panel in the floor had opened, and Michael had descended into a hidden underground chamber.


      He guessed his captors couldn’t move him too far, for fear of suffocating him; if they’d wanted to kill him, he would have been dead already. Just like Rocky.


      Seconds after Michael’s lungs began burning, the ice turned to water, and he fell backward onto a packed dirt floor. He coughed, struggling for breath. All over his face and hands, a million tiny gashes cut by sharp, stony projectiles screamed with pain.


      He ignored all that and sat up. Rocky’s remains lay scattered throughout the dirty puddle on the floor, a few fist-sized chunks of granite sitting atop countless smaller pieces. A small black-and-white cat sat before Michael in the center of the room. Other cats and humans sat around the perimeter, maybe thirty beings total in the garage-sized space.


      The center cat took a step forward, shimmered, warped, and changed shape into an elderly Japanese woman with pale skin and billows of long, dark hair. A man stepped forward and draped a bathrobe over her. She pulled it closed around her and nodded at Michael.


      “Yoroshiku Onegaishimasu,” he said, “Watanabe-san.”


      She smiled, crinkling the liver-spotted skin at the edges of her pitch-black, almond-shaped eyes. “Who are you?”


      “The police are coming,” Michael said. “They’re bringing dogs. They’ll—”


      “My family thought I should just kill you,” Emily said.


      “Thanks for the veto.”


      “We haven’t decided yet. But first I wanted to know what kind of crazy person was searching so hard for me. You’re obviously not law enforcement, and nobody recognizes you from another family.” She cocked her head. “Is this personal? Did I do something to your people?”


      Michael glanced around the room. He saw most of the locals he and Rocky had met that week: Ichiro, Jezebel, Mrs. Miyahara, Mr. Sato. “No. Like I’ve been telling everyone. It’s a genealogy project. And you certainly have a unique family history, don’t you, Watanabe-san? You’re a shaper and you’re a rainmaker. That’s how you killed Rocky, right? Steam and ice?”


      Emily smiled. “It’s all about timing and temperature.”


      “Plus you’re a leader, and you’ve got a whole extra body lying around—you’re a real Renaissance woman. What other talents did you inherit?”


      Emily gazed at him impassively. “Whoever you’re recruiting for, Professor, I’m not interested.”


      “My interest is purely… academic.” Michael risked a chuckle. “I’m fascinated by your unique abilities and how they came to be. I’m curious.” He licked his lips, tasting blood and dirt. “Do you know who your father was?”


      She moved faster than he expected. The force of her slap knocked Michael’s head sideways.


      “I don’t care who that bastard was,” Emily said. “He violated my mother, in more ways than one, and now he’s dead. That’s all I need to know.”


      “Presumed dead,” Michael said.


      “What?”


      “The Allies never found a body, did they?”


      Emily frowned at him. A low murmur traveled around the room. Everyone looked confused.


      “Wait.” Michael’s stomach churned. “Wait. You know who your father was?”


      “Yes,” Emily said. “He was a US Army thaumaturge conducting illegal experiments at Manzanar. He secretly duplicated dozens of detainees, including my mother, and did God knows what with them. My family discovered him and ended him. But first we took his abilities.”


      She gestured behind her, and a small, stooped, white-haired woman stepped forward, gave a little bow, and stepped back.


      “Junko is a learner and a teacher,” Emily said. “She taught us all how to shape ourselves into Neko. We used thaumaturgy to make the decoy form you saw in the nursing home.”


      Michael’s head was swimming, and not because of the physical trauma he’d just undergone. No. You don’t know who your father was, he thought. Your father is still alive. Your father knows how to sacrifice a scapegoat and tell a convincing lie.
      


      
         Your father is an old man who keeps secrets.
      


      Anger flared in Michael’s belly. And he doesn’t deserve to know you.
      


      He raised both hands and sat up straight. “Listen. I wasn’t lying about the police. They are coming, and they’re bringing dogs. You all have to get out of here.”


      “How do you know?”


      “They pulled me over for a traffic stop. I heard them talking about canine units on the radio.” It was close enough to the truth. “It’s only a matter of time before the dogs sniff you out.” I should know. I’m a Bloodhound.
      


      Emily flicked a finger, and two of the cats standing around them darted off. She leaned forward and studied Michael. “Why would you help us? We’re criminals.”


      
         So am I. “I don’t care about that. All I wanted was to do was research family histories, and you’ve given me what I need—more than I need to complete my project. I know the injustices you’ve all suffered, and I don’t blame you for doing anything you thought was right.”


      Emily leaned in closer. “You are Sansei.” She said it like an accusation. You’re third generation immigrant.
      


      “I’m as Japanese as you are,” Michael said.


      They stared at each other for a moment. Michael wasn’t sure how much longer it might have continued—or how long he could stare into those impossibly black eyes before blinking, or weeping, or both—but they were interrupted by the return of the two cats who had left earlier.


      Emily turned to face the returning messengers. The cats shifted and grew, their shapes shimmering from feline to human. Two young, nude Japanese men stood and bowed to Emily. She bowed in response.


      “He’s right,” one of the cat-men said. “Lots of activity on the police bands. They’re combing through West Hills first, but they’ll be here soon.”


      “We already dusted the body in the nursing home,” said the other cat-man. “We all need to clean up and clear out. Half an hour at most.”


      “That’s not enough time,” Emily said.


      Several people started talking at once, circling around Emily to confer with her. Michael looked at his hands. It would take weeks for all the tiny cuts to heal, and there wasn’t really a plausible explanation he could give his students and colleagues back at Columbia. Maybe Denford would authorize some healing spells.


      
         Or maybe he’ll cut me even deeper, Michael thought.


      His gaze settled on the jagged chunks of stone resting in a muddy grave. Maybe somebody back at Langley had been watching when it happened. A retrieval team was probably already on its way—


      A thought crystallized in Michael’s mind.


      Rocky was dead.


      Nobody was watching.


      And there was a Transit talisman on the floor.


      Michael scrabbled at the debris in the dirt. He should be able to tell which chunk of rock held the talisman; it would feel light for its size. He lifted a long, gnarled piece of rock and hefted it in one hand. Definitely light. He positioned it above another, jagged rock, and smashed the long piece down. It crumbled, and a flat, blue, crystalline oval tumbled out into the mud.


      Michael grabbed the Transit talisman and stood up, holding it out. Everyone was staring at him. “I can open a portal.”


      “What?” Emily said.


      “A portal.” Michael showed her the talisman. “My gargoyle had the crystal, but I know how to use it.”


      Someone behind him shouted, “Are we seriously going to trust this guy?”


      “You can verify the portal before anyone goes through,” Michael said. “You have a scryer, don’t you? Or at least a senser?”


      Emily raised her hand, and two young women stepped forward.


      “This is insane!” someone else shouted. “We’re going to leave everything behind and just go?”


      “Everyone here has a choice!” Emily said, raising her voice. The commotion subsided. “Nobody will be forced to go, or to stay!


      “We knew this day was coming. We knew we couldn’t do this forever, and we knew there would be consequences. But each of us gets to choose what happens now.” She looked around the room. “Anyone who wants to stay, you’re free to go home and wait for the dogs. We won’t tell you where we’re going. Tell the police anything you want. Make whatever deals you can. But don’t try to contact the rest of us. We say goodbye here.


      “Those who are coming with me, we leave right now. Nothing from your old life goes through the portal. You’ll have a new home and a new identity. Nothing can be the same—not even our family. We’ll have to split up.


      “The only thing I can promise you is freedom. That’s enough for me. That’s more than our parents had in the war. You have to decide if it’s enough for you.


      “I won’t choose for any of you. But you must choose now.”


      A long silence followed. None of the humans or cats moved. Michael didn’t imagine for a second that anybody would stay behind. If he didn’t have unfinished business at CIA, he might not have stayed.


      Emily nodded at Michael. “Open the portal. Somewhere outside the United States.”


      He walked forward to a clear spot on the plywood wall, grasped the Transit talisman in his left fist, and pressed his knuckles against the wood. With his right hand, he traced a series of runes in the air, ending with two Arabic numerals.


      The talisman glowed. Light crawled across the wall and blossomed into a view of a jungle inside a glowing white circle. A murmur rippled through the crowd. Michael wondered how many of them had never seen a portal before.


      Emily waved the two scryers forward, and the girls stretched out their arms and hovered their palms just this side of the portal. After a few seconds, they both turned back and nodded.


      “South America,” one said.


      The other one looked at Michael. “Peru?”


      He nodded. “Head north. Follow the road to the first gas station. Ask for Keiko and tell her—” he racked his brains for the name; it had been a lifetime ago—”Say Carlos sent you.”


      Emily nodded. “Who is Carlos?”


      “My brother,” Michael said. It wasn’t a complete lie.


      Emily and Ichiro hustled their people into the portal. They were the last to go through.


      Before she went, Emily held out a hand to Michael. He shook his head.


      “I’m a senser,” he said.


      “I know,” Emily said. “I’m offering you the answers you came here seeking. You can see everything I saw.”


      “No. Thank you. I know enough.”


      Emily nodded. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”


      Michael looked away from her dark eyes. “Me too.”


      “Goodbye, Professor,” Emily said.


      She took Ichiro’s hand and stepped through. Michael watched them join the group next to a palm tree, and then he tapped the talisman, resetting it. The portal vanished.


      He heard dogs barking in the distance. He closed his fist around the talisman, touched the wall, and drew a new set of runes.


      


      A security team was waiting for Michael when he stepped through to Langley. He spread his arms and legs and opened his hands, palms up, as the commandos approached. They took the Transit talisman and silently guarded him until Denford burst through the doors into the quarantine area.


      “What the hell happened out there?” Denford spat. “I send a retrieval team to your last contact location, and they find nothing but gravel! Not my agent, not his target, just a bunch of local PD sniffing each other’s butts! You want to tell me what’s going on, Bloodhound?”


      Michael considered a variety of responses before settling on the most direct.


      “I report to Director Godwin,” he said, “or I don’t report to anyone.”


      Denford, incredibly, combined a smile and a snarl into one facial expression. “The old man’s going to rip your head off.”


      


      CIA Director Theodore Godwin was an old man. He had been old when he took over the Company, nearly forty years ago, and he was positively ancient now. For as long as anyone could remember, he had been “the old man.”


      Godwin peered over his bifocals as the doors to the director’s suite closed, leaving Denford outside. Michael walked into the hushed chamber—the thick carpet and sound baffles lining the walls and ceiling deadened any echoes—and sat down in one of the two chairs facing Godwin’s desk.


      Michael always thought the old man’s brown eyes had a distinct reddish tinge to them, making them always look either bloodshot or demonic. Maybe it was just Michael’s imagination.


      “Michael,” Godwin said.


      “Director,” Michael said.


      “Drink?”


      Michael shook his head. Godwin retrieved a glass from his sideboard, held his hand over it, and made three ice cubes appear out of thin air. They fell into the glass with a clink.


      
         Rainmaker, Michael thought. Like father, like daughter. But she has her mother’s eyes.
      


      Godwin poured himself a Scotch. “Was your operation successful?”


      “And then some.”


      Godwin nodded. “Good. What did you learn?”


      Michael leaned forward. “Tell me about my daughter. Then I’ll tell you about yours.”


      Godwin regarded Michael coolly for a moment, then threw his head back and laughed.


      “Very good, Michael,” Godwin said. “You never should have resigned.”


      “Why didn’t you just tell me?” Michael asked. “Why the whole ‘Hitler’s daughter’ smokescreen?”


      Godwin shook his head. “Too many people have reasons to hate me. They might not support an operation that reeks of personal, emotional involvement. Might even use it against me. But say the magic word—’Hitler’—” He smiled. “You know how it goes.”


      Michael nodded. “Godwin’s Law.”


      “Do people still call it that?” Godwin chuckled. “I guess that’s a legacy I can live with.” He sipped his drink. “When did you figure it out?”


      “The internment camps,” Michael said. “That’s what they all had in common. All the leads you gave me to run down. All the Japanese-Americans who might have known Emily Watanabe and who might have kept in touch with her after she went underground. They all spent time in those prisons.


      “The government didn’t call them ‘concentration camps,’ but that’s what they were. Complete with grotesque medical experiments on live humans, performed without their consent or knowledge.”


      Godwin’s smile had faded. “Is there a point to this, Michael?”


      “We ran our own Operation Changeling, didn’t we, Director? Right here in the United States. It was an arms race, as much as the Manhattan Project was, but with people instead of bombs. Everybody wanted their own shapers for espionage and infiltration. But only people of Japanese descent ever seemed to manifest that power, and this was decades before we understood how the genetics of magical inheritance worked.


      “So we learned from the Nazis. If they could use thaumaturgy to copy a few women to use as breeding stock, so could we. And we had an advantage. We didn’t need to go sneaking around overseas embassies or military bases. We had over a hundred thousand Japanese-Americans, already herded into convenient pens. And plenty of horny young male volunteers willing to screw a Jap in the service of their country. Present company included.”


      Godwin put his drink aside, folded his hands, and stared back at Michael. “You don’t understand how bad it was then,” he said. “We all did terrible things. Monstrous things. All of us. Axis, Allies, soldiers, civilians—everyone. We thought the world might not survive the conflict, and we were willing to do anything necessary. We were OSS before we were CIA, and we operated with a single purpose: win at any cost.”


      “You say that like you think I give a shit,” Michael said. “Tell me about my daughter.”


      Godwin bristled. “There’s no need for that sort of language in my office, Michael.”


      “I’m talking to a fucking war criminal. I’ll use whatever kind of language I damn well like.” Michael gripped the arms of his chair to stop his hands from trembling. “Tell me what happened to my daughter, or I walk out of here and straight to the Washington Post.”


      Godwin sat frozen for a moment. Then he unfolded his hands, opened a drawer, and pulled out a faded old file, its cardboard cover worn at the corners. He placed it on his desk and put both hands on top of the file, as if sanctifying it.


      “This is the after-action report from Sergeant Linda Kawasaki’s final mission in Afghanistan,” Godwin said. “Officially, she is MIA, presumed dead—”


      Michael stood, yanked the folder out from under Godwin’s hands, and opened it. Large sections of the text on every page were blacked out, and he struggled to make sense of the fractured descriptions.


      He saw a faint distortion rippling across the surface of the paper. At first he thought it was the fatigue of the past few days catching up with him, or maybe some after-effect of being cut by gargoyle-stone, but then he saw through the veil.


      Michael hurled the file over Godwin’s head. It hit the edge of a bookshelf and fell apart into a shower of loose pages.


      Godwin didn’t move. “That will make it harder to read.”


      “I’m insulted, Director,” Michael said. “You tried to fool the best senser you ever had with a simple glamour?”


      Godwin was starting to look annoyed. “Nothing simple about it. A dozen sorcerers worked around the clock for three days on that. Perhaps you could demonstrate where they failed—”


      “FUCK. YOU.” Michael jabbed a finger at Godwin. “You want to know about Emily Watanabe? It’s all up here.” Michael tapped the side of his head. “I don’t get what I want, you don’t get what you want.


      “No more files. No paper. You give me actual, physical evidence, or I walk out of here. Give me her remains, give me her uniform, let me shake hands with her last bunkmate. I want something I can sense for myself.”


      “Michael, let me explain—”


      “You really think talking some more is going to help at this point?” Michael said. “I lost my family. I resigned my job. I have nothing left to lose, Director! What do you have to lose?”


      Godwin stood up slowly, then turned to Michael’s left. He waved a hand, and the world map covering the wall faded away to reveal a line of six hexagonal safe doors. Godwin dialed in a combination on the fourth safe, then inserted his access talisman into a slot and turned it.


      The door creaked opened, and a creature made from ribbons of black smoke emerged and said something in a language that hurt Michael’s ears. Godwin replied with a croak. The smoke creature retreated into the safe, then returned bearing a small golden box. Godwin took the box, closed the safe, and walked back to his desk.


      “This is TS/SCI, handled as Omega,” Godwin said. “No one is allowed to divulge the existence of this artifact, much less its substance. I am reading you in on my personal authority as Director.”


      Michael remembered the acronyms. Top Secret, Sensitive Compartmentalized Information—why is my daughter’s death a matter of national security?
      


      Godwin placed the box down at the edge of the desk.


      
         Linda.
      


      Michael opened the reliquary and touched the bones inside.


      


      The sense was always stronger, more vibrant, more immersive when Michael had close blood ties to the other person. He remembered this, but did not anticipate the magnitude of the difference it would make. It had been so long since he had connected with any of his family in this way.


      He saw his daughter, Linda, in combat fatigues and full gear, riding across a sandy plain in a military Humvee. He smelled the conglomeration of sweat and grease and dust in the air, felt the motion as the vehicle rode over rocks and bumps toward a low hillside.


      He saw a shimmer in the hill, and then the vehicle slowed, passing through a series of glamours and wards into a dimly lit tunnel. The tunnel sloped down, and the air cooled as the Humvee continued forward.


      
         She was working a Mideast cache, Michael thought.


      He fanned his perception out, skimming the edges of the memory for things that Linda might have seen but not given much attention. Michael caught glimpses of signs on the walls—armory, chemical eye wash, radiation hazard, laser warning. They passed a clock. Michael did a quick time zone calculation.


      
         Jesus Christ. We’ve got nukes under Iran. No wonder CIA needed to hide this.
      


      The vehicle stopped, and Linda got out and walked down a corridor into an argument. Two Army Captains. She knew them. Didn’t like one of them. There was a door behind them into a holding area. Linda looked through and saw—


      HELP US HELP US PLEASE HUNGRY CONFUSED HELP US


      She didn’t have the sense like her father did, but even someone with mildly heightened perception could hear the creatures crying out. It was deafening, heartbreaking.


      Linda stepped back into the argument. She was the CIA station officer; she had authority here too.


      They had found the creatures while digging new tunnels. Weren’t sure what to do with them. One Captain thought they should be destroyed. The other thought they should be sent back Stateside for examination.


      Linda knew better. She was about to explain why they should free the creatures when an explosion rocked the base.


      The next part of the memory was confused. Men and machines moved through the narrow corridors and tunnels, evacuating to hardened safe areas behind blast doors. The holding cells were outside the safe zone.


      They knew what was coming, and they were leaving the creatures out there to die.


      Linda refused to leave. She secured her Company files—always duty first, always—and then went back into the kill zone with the holding cell keys.


      The others didn’t wait. They sealed the doors behind her. Linda opened the cells, freed the creatures, watched them burrow away into the dirt, chittering their thanks into her mind.


      The roof above her exploded in fire. She shut her eyes.


      


      Tears were streaming down Michael’s cheeks when he closed the box again.


      “She refused,” he said. “She refused to kill the children.”


      “We are at war,” Godwin said. “She violated the chain of command, and she jeopardized the operational security of the entire theater.”


      “They were children,” Michael said. “It was an illegal order.”


      “They weren’t even human!” Godwin actually raised his voice. “If we require our soldiers to avoid every jinn and ifrit on their way to the battlefield, we might as well just tell them to stay home and wait for an invasion!”


      
         She was a good person, Michael thought. Better than I will ever be. He didn’t waste any breath saying it aloud. He knew the old man wouldn’t understand.


      Godwin snatched up the reliquary and took it back to the safe. The smoke creature seemed to sense something, and turned what might have been its head toward Michael.


      He inclined his own head at the creature. “Thank you.”


      The creature screeched something in reply. The sound didn’t hurt Michael’s ears this time.


      “I have fulfilled my part of the bargain,” Godwin said. “I told you what you wanted to know about your daughter. Now tell me about Emily. What did you sense in the nursing home? How did she manifest as both human and animal simultaneously? Did she display any other powers?”


      Michael wiped wetness from his cheeks. “You want to know if Operation Changeling was successful.”


      “I want the woman. Alive, if possible,” Godwin said, “but her DNA will be enough. What did you find out? Where is she now?”


      Michael looked into the old man’s burning red eyes.


      
         Definitely a demon today, Michael thought. And I don’t care anymore.
      


      “I’ll tell you about your daughter, Director.”


      “Yes?”


      “She’s gone,” Michael said. “Vanished forever, never to return.”


      Godwin glared. “Michael.”


      “Seems fair, doesn’t it? I can’t get my daughter back, and you’ll never meet yours.”


      “Michael!”


      “We’re done here.”


      Michael stood, turned, and walked away, ignoring the shouting behind him.

                    
                        ‘It Kills Your Heart’, 
                                Anthony M. Abboreno
                        

                        
                        When Ken pulled off the interstate and drove into the Walmart parking lot, the first thing he noticed was an enormous mound of trash sitting in the middle of it, at least twenty feet high. It was full of Styrofoam egg cartons and drywall and electric wires; cardboard boxes, broken plumbing, and crushed wooden pallets. At first he thought this was a sign that the store was being remodeled, and that it was probably closed, but he was tired and he decided to check anyway. He parked his RV well away from the trash, and when he got to the store, he found that it was indeed open, clean, and fully stocked.

                        
                        He liked stopping at Walmarts, when he was on the road. The prices were good, and they allowed—even encouraged—travelers to stay in their parking lots overnight. The store provided free security, and the travelers provided business. Ken picked out two organic oranges, and a decent looking apple, while he tried to decide whether to stay in the store’s lot for the night. He was eager to get moving: his visit with his son in LA had gone poorly, and he wanted to put as much distance between himself and that city as possible. But he was also tired, and unsure whether it would be safe to continue driving.

                        
                        It was his conversation with the cashier, finally, that persuaded him to stay. She was the only person working in checkout.

                        
                        When he first approached her, she looked bored. She was perched on a stool, reading a National Enquirer with a cover that promised details on a celebrity’s recent brutal suicide. Ken guessed that she was somewhere in her sixties, maybe a little younger than him. He thought that she was beautiful.

                        
                        Her name-tag told him that she was Beth. She looked embarrassed at being caught reading her magazine and closed it up quickly, then tapped it on the counter.

                        
                        “Can you believe the kind of people who read this?” she said. “Bunch of ghouls.”

                        
                        Ken paused before putting his produce on the belt.

                        
                        “Personally,” he said. “I only read it for the dieting tips.”

                        
                        Beth laughed. “That’s why you buy the expensive oranges,” she said. “No, I read it to stay current on what’s going on with the world. It’s the most reliable news source there is.” She flipped and plopped the magazine down in front of him, to an article about prominent Scientologists who were running the world. According to the article, they had a secret torture palace in Hollywood. Or rather, the palace itself wasn’t a secret—it even had a restaurant that you could go eat at, if you wanted to. It was only the fact that they tortured people there that was a secret.

                        
                        When Ken smiled, she shook her head. “Pretty foolish,” she said. “I know. A couple weeks ago, they were saying these people were in the Illuminati. Imagine how much easier the world would be, if there was just a villain looming over us.” She shrugged. “You could shoot him, and get it over with.”

                        
                        Ken felt guilty. He was a liberal voter. “It’s all about money,” he said. “Who has it and who doesn’t. I used to boycott Walmart, actually. I thought they moved to small cities and towns and just sucked them dry.”

                        
                        Beth smiled at him. “You’re not as dumb as you look,” she said. “But it’s not your fault. I shop here, too. No. Money gathers at the peak, and most of us just hope for more.” She nodded. “We’re all like moths flying towards a lantern.”

                        
                        Ken nodded at this, unsure of how he should respond. He looked over his shoulder. Several lanes down, in the self-checkout, was the store’s only other customer, who was wearing a beat-up leather jacket with fringe, and had hair that looked like it hadn’t been washed in days. Earlier, Ken had seen that the man was trying to buy several rolls of duct tape, and a gallon of Spectracide bug spray, but seemed to be having some trouble with the checkout machine. The man was still struggling with the machine, swiping his card repeatedly and thumping the reader with the bottom of his fist, but nobody seemed to be going to help him.

                        
                        “That’s just Louie,” Beth said. She touched Ken’s shoulder to turn him back around, and then she leaned forward and pointed at her head. “He’s crazy, but you don’t have to worry about him. Management puts up with him because he actually buys things, when he has money.”

                        
                        The touch on his shoulder warmed Ken like a shot of booze, spreading down into his heart and his stomach. He guessed that Beth was probably just a touchy person, and that she wasn’t actually flirting. But the tap on the shoulder was still enough for him to look at her more closely. Near the edge of her collarbone, Ken could see the very edge of a tattoo, but not enough to make out what it actually depicted.

                        
                        Beth finished checking out his produce. “When I said that you weren’t as dumb as you look,” she said, “I meant it as a compliment. I meant that I thought you were too good looking to be smart.”

                        
                        Ken could still hear the sound of Louie banging his fist against the card-reader, across the store.

                        
                        “Are you staying out in the lot?” Beth said.

                        
                        It was a fair assumption. She had probably encountered travelers like him before.

                        
                        She turned away from him, and pointed at three o’ clock from where they were standing. “There’s a bar that way,” she said. “You could even walk there maybe, if you don’t feel like spending the night alone. I get off work in an hour.”

                        
                        Ken took his groceries. “I’ll think about it,” he said. “Maybe I’ll see you soon.”

                        
                        

                        
                        He was parked far away from the door, and at a glance could see nothing but intestate or desert or darkness in any direction. Ken knew that he had more than a hundred miles to go before Phoenix, but otherwise he hadn’t been paying much attention to the road signs, and wasn’t sure what the nearest town was. He wondered if there was a population nearby that the store served, or if it received enough business from people just passing through.

                        
                        The heat of the day rose up from the asphalt, but the wind that blew across the desert was cool. Up above was the cold glow of the parking lot lights. Their posts cast elongated shadows like insect limbs, and around each of the bulbs hovered a smoke of flies, of moths, of mosquitoes, and flitting amongst them what looked at first like birds but what Ken knew to be bats. Some of the bugs were undoubtedly attracted not just by the lights, but by the mound of trash, which loomed dark and mountainous in the center of the lot, but to Ken’s surprise, did not smell.

                        
                        His RV was actually a modified Sprinter van, the kind UPS uses. The inside felt bigger than you’d think, with windows on the sides, and space for a bathroom, a small table, a bed and some cabinets. Once he got inside, he tried to focus on his nightly routine—filled out a postcard, did some leg-lifts on the bed. Years ago he had decided that, instead of retiring to a home, he would retire onto the road. He had a permanent address in Florida, but mostly traveled. It wasn’t the safest way for an aging person to live. It meant he needed to be extra-attentive to routine; to keeping in touch.

                        
                        Finally, he called his son—whose home he had just left that morning—and explained that he had reached his destination for the night.

                        
                        He felt badly about dreading the call as much as he did. His son’s wife had a chest stint, so that when she went in for chemo they could just shoot the chemicals right in. The doctor’s prognosis was good, people were optimistic, but she was tired all the time. On his recent visit, Ken had learned that his son was unable to keep up with things at home. The family had four kids. Two cats. There were full bags of trash stacked up next to the garbage can, and paper plates, crusted with food, piled on almost every surface.

                        
                        Ken’s daughter-in-law was a member of a Baptist congregation. Shortly after marrying her, Ken’s son had found religion too, and the congregants had been helpful with things up to a point, bringing food when Ken’s son and daughter-in-law didn’t have the energy to cook. More food than they could actually eat. By the time Ken visited, the fridge was stuffed with moldy casserole dishes, and rotting lasagnas had begun to stink on the kitchen counter. Ken had done what he could to straighten up, but he was not confident in his son’s ability to maintain things. He had not ended the visit on bad terms: just anxious and sad ones.

                        
                        Now, back in his trailer, talking with his son on the phone, Ken had an idea.

                        
                        “Maybe,” Ken said, “I’ll even stay here for a few days.”

                        
                        The idea was spontaneous, but it satisfied him. Driving cross country, Ken had often passed small towns on the road and wondered what it would be like to pare everything back and start over—or, at least, to pantomime starting over. Set up life in a place where the world could feel small.

                        
                        His son told him that the idea was fine, everything was fine, and they said goodnight.

                        
                        Ken decided that, if there was ever a decent night to break from routine, it was that one. He would go to the bar Beth had suggested, which meant it was important to take his medication early, so that he didn’t forget later.

                        
                        His medicine cabinet was cluttered with full and empty bottles. His biggest problem was blood-pressure, but also high-cholesterol, and a case of stable angina that meant he needed to take nitro-glycerin periodically, for chest pains.

                        
                        When he reached inside, something feathery brushed up against his hand, and he snatched it back. Inside the cabinet was an insect, feeling dumbly amidst the forest of bottles. It was the size of a big cockroach, but shaped wrong, with a body that was flat like a leaf and a nose that came down into a cruel, hooked beak. It looked like it could bite. In a panic, he searched for something to smash it with—settling on an old Newsweek—but when he turned back to kill it, the bug was gone.

                        
                        He rummaged through the bottles, but couldn’t find the bug. The thought of trying to sleep in the same trailer as that thing sickened him.

                        
                        Then, as though on cue, there was a knock on the door. Ken opened it, and saw Beth standing there, wearing a tank top and jeans. He could see more of the tattoo—a shape like a two fingered claw that stretched out from under one of the straps on her shirt. She was holding a pint of whiskey in a plastic bottle.

                        
                        “You look upset,” she said.

                        
                        “Just a bug,” he said. His throat was dry. As soon as the words were out, he felt like a coward. He’d been a schoolteacher in the inner city for thirty years. Men like him weren’t supposed to be scared of bugs.

                        
                        Beth nodded, as though his anxiety was expected. She stepped up into the trailer, cracked the seal on the whiskey bottle, and handed it to him. He took a slug and passed it back to her. She drank, too, and started looking around the place.

                        
                        “This isn’t bad,” she said. “You know, I always fantasized about something like this. Being able to fly anywhere I wanted, instead of being stuck here.”

                        
                        She handed the whiskey back to him, and he drank more. “What’s stopping you?” he said.

                        
                        “Buddy,” she said. She stepped forward so that they were almost touching. “Are you dumb and handsome after all? You met me in Walmart.”

                        
                        Standing close to her made Ken feel good and young, in a way that he hadn’t in a long time. He thought more about her tattoo: how big it was, how far down it went, whether it looked soft like the skin on her face, or had gotten stretched out by pregnancy or weight at some point in her life. Ken had come to love these intricacies of aging bodies. Ken didn’t get laid often, but retirees have better sex lives than you might think.

                        
                        He was already drunk when she announced that they should head to the bar. She had to take him by the hand and guide him across the lot, help him to climb the median to cross the interstate and scramble up a hill, overgrown with weeds, to where the bar suddenly loomed. It was a cinder block building, with a blue neon sign that read “Quenched.”

                        
                        Inside, it was so brightly lit that his eyes hurt. A touch-screen jukebox was playing nineties country. The space behind the bar was cluttered with junk: plastic Hawaiian leis, a rubber lobster, a huge inflatable parrot. It was probably supposed to make the place look lively.

                        
                        There were only two other patrons. One of them was a man with a face that looked barely old enough to be out of high school. The other was a woman who looked old enough to be the man’s Mom, but she had her hand on the man’s knee, which made Ken think they might be lovers. That was fine, of course. Ken was nobody to judge—not that night.

                        
                        “Two beers,” Beth said. She held up her fingers in a peace sign. The bartender was wearing a Hawaiian shirt—it went with the theme, Ken supposed—and had a cheesy smile to match.

                        
                        Ken stepped forward. “I’ll pay,” he said.

                        
                        Beth smiled and squeezed him around the shoulder, then kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you, sweetie,” she said.

                        
                        The bartender handed Ken two beers and winked at him. It gave Ken pause. Was Beth notorious? At that moment, he didn’t care. At his age, he could deal with a case of the clap, and he’d be dead by the time AIDS had a chance to kill him.

                        
                        Beth introduced him to the other patrons. “This is Robert,” she said, waving at the baby-faced man. “And this is Linda.”

                        
                        They were talking about the drought in Los Angeles, fantasizing that when the water ran out, the people would stampede East, clawing and biting at each other. The way Linda described this made Ken envision Durer’s woodcut of the four horsemen, trampling humanity underfoot, and he said so.

                        
                        Linda shook her head. “Not the four horsemen, exactly,” she said. “I don’t believe in the Bible.”

                        
                        Ken downed his beer, rested his arm on the bar and ordered another. The place was weird, but the beers made him feel good about it anyway. He was trying to drink himself back to his fantasy about living there, camping out in the Walmart lot and just walking to the bar every night, getting hammered, walking back. If the parking lot got too hot, he could go into the store, where there was free air-conditioning. Maybe he’d get to know Beth better. Maybe, if he got lucky, they’d screw every night, their bodies salty with desert sweat.

                        
                        The bartender passed Ken his beer.

                        
                        “Look out,” the bartender said.

                        
                        He pointed at a spot on the bar, just by where Ken was resting his arm, and Ken recoiled. Crawling along the bar was a huge, black insect, just like the one he had seen in his trailer, but this one seemed even bigger.

                        
                        “Kissing bug,” the bartender said.

                        
                        For some reason, none of them made a move to kill it. When it got close to Linda’s beer, she lifted the bottle away from the bar so that the bug could keep walking. Robert did the same.

                        
                        “Those things can carry chagas disease,” Robert said. He thumped his chest. “Kills your heart.”

                        
                        Linda nodded. “You should see one of them eat,” she said. She pointed at the insect, which had almost reached the end of the bar. “See how they’re flat like that? The whole back end of their body is like a balloon. They’ll just walk right up to you and start sucking, and that body swells up, turns round.” She sounded excited by this.

                        
                        She leaned towards him. “They like to go for your while you sleep,” she said. “They like your face. That’s why they call them kissing bugs.”

                        
                        Robert laughed: it was a squealing, baby laugh, Ken thought, to go with his baby face.

                        
                        “Oh,” Robert said. “Leave him alone.”

                        
                        As if to reassure Ken, Beth put her arm around his shoulder and kissed him long and hard. She guided his free hand to the center of her back. As he clutched at her tank top, one of the straps moved, giving him a better look at the tattoo near her collarbone. It depicted the forelimb of a massive insect. If it had a body to go with it, he realized, the tattoo must stretch all the way down her chest, down to her legs.

                        
                        “Don’t let them bother you,” Beth said. Nobody seemed surprised by her sudden display of affection. The bartender just shook his head.

                        
                        Ken’s mouth was dry again. He sipped his beer. Beth took his free hand and guided it around her waist, and he slowly reaffirmed his decision to stick around.

                        
                        He was startled when the door behind him swung open. It was Louie, the crazy person from the self-checkout.

                        
                        “Speak of the devil,” the bartender said. “Louie, these people were just talking about your favorite bugs.”

                        
                        Louie didn’t laugh, didn’t comment, just sat down in the far corner and stared at Ken. Without asking what Louie wanted, the bartender poured a tumbler full of whiskey, then took it back to him. After setting the whiskey down in front of Louie, the bartender bent over and started whispering something to him. Even though Ken couldn’t overhear the bartender’s words, the discussion seemed heated.

                        
                        Robert turned to Ken. “Crazy people like Louie shouldn’t drink,” he said. “That’s what I read online. If you’re feeling crazy, drinking might make you feel better for a little while, but over time it just makes everything worse and worse.” He pointed his finger down and spun it, as though he were making a cyclone in a pool of water. “You end up flushing yourself like a toilet bowl.”

                        
                        Ken noticed that the bug had vanished from the end of the bar. “I saw one of them in my trailer,” he said.

                        
                        “Be careful you don’t get an infestation,” Robert said. “Usually, you only get a lot of them if there’s an animal nest nearby. Something living under the floorboards or under the foundation, maybe, like a pack rat. You’re supposed to go through and make sure all the cracks and crevices are sealed, but it’s a pain in the ass.” His eyes widened. “They can get in through a crack the width of a penny!”

                        
                        The bartender got back from his conversation with Louie. Apparently, he had overheard what Robert was saying.

                        
                        “I don’t know why we get so many around here,” he said. He said this almost sarcastically, the way you might talk about a problem everyone knew how to fix, but nobody wanted to solve.

                        
                        Linda made a choking sound, as though she was trying to hold back a laugh. She smiled tightly, and shook her head.

                        
                        “No ideas,” she said. “No ideas at all.” She scratched at her upper arm, and for a moment, Ken thought he saw a bug perched there, on Linda’s bare flesh. But he quickly realized that this was an illusion—what he actually saw was a tattoo, similar to Beth’s but much smaller, a life-sized image of one of the bugs.

                        
                        Through the haze, he tried piecing things together. There was something going on that he was missing, something important enough that everyone seemed to know it but him. For the first time, it occurred to him that Beth might be looking to fuck him for cash.

                        
                        “This is a whorehouse,” Ken said. He was angry about it at first, but when he saw everybody staring at him, he felt embarrassed, and apologized.

                        
                        “I’m sorry,” he said. “That’s fine. I just didn’t know.”

                        
                        Everybody laughed at him, even Beth.

                        
                        “Baby,” she said. “This isn’t a whorehouse. I don’t want your money.”

                        
                        The alcohol buzz Ken had been trying to cultivate had finally turned into depression. Ken thought of his son and his daughter-in-law and the comfortable life he’d only too briefly had—thirty years, but still too brief—in a nice home when his wife was alive and he could wake up next to her and read the paper and drink his coffee and feel comforted and loved, and he wanted to cry.

                        
                        “Fuck this,” he said.

                        
                        He moved towards the door. As he reached for the handle, he noticed another one of the bugs, crawling across the door at eye level. The bright overhead light cast a shadow from it, making it look huge, its movements spastic. Carefully, he reached out and took the door handle with his index finger, and stepped out into the cool night air.

                        
                        “Baby,” Beth said, but not too loud. “Wait.”

                        
                        

                        
                        It took time for Ken’s eyes to adjust from the brightness of the bar to the darkness outside, and so for a few moments all he could see was the Walmart’s parking lot, surprisingly far away and at the base of the hill. A constellation of white lights, and amongst them an enormous fire, blazing in red and orange and even gouts of green and blue, as different materials caught flame. Thick black smoke billowed out and up, endlessly, all the way to the sky in a column.

                        
                        Beth touched his shoulder and he shrugged her off, and kept walking. She followed him. Dimly, he registered the sounds of her footsteps crunching down the slope to the interstate, tracking across the road. He noticed that his RV was missing.

                        
                        “What did you do?” he said. But without waiting for an answer, he kept walking towards the flames. He stopped when the heat on his face became too much to bear, when his eyes began to sting from the fumes. The stench of burning plastic and oil was incredible. In a broad circle around the fire, the tar of the parking lot was melting and bubbling.

                        
                        A bug landed on his cheek and he slapped at it. His fingers came away red: it must have been a blood-sucker. He saw more bugs coming—all kinds—moths, flies, cockroaches, things he could not name and even one or two of the kissing bugs, flying towards the light. Many of them hovered at a safe distance, forming a bubble of chitin. Others darted towards the flames, suddenly ignited like match-heads, and then went out.

                        
                        “Where is my home?” Ken said. He was talking specifically about his RV, but he also meant it more generally than that. Still, his words lacked urgency. He wondered if he was in shock.

                        
                        For months after his wife had died, he had tried to keep everything as it was, to staunch the wound with belongings. Until finally the clutter had become so unbearable that he had decided it would be better to just bleed out, to get rid of everything and sell it, give most of the money to his son who needed it, buy the RV with the rest and start over. He was an enormous fan of starting over.

                        
                        Beth put her hand on his shoulder.

                        
                        “You can see how pretty this is,” she said, “You know that good luck has to come from somewhere. We’ve seen hard times, but now we’re content. Some day, we’ll flourish.”

                        
                        She gestured at the cloud of insects. “The lower creatures go back millions of years. When we talk about ancestors, we only mean the ones we can understand most easily: the rats burrowing through leaves in old forests. But our feelings go all the way back to the sludge. Those feelings still fit with how we live now. In fact, they fit better than ever. We’re going back to basics. We’re digging up old gods for new times, and we’ve found that they answer our prayers.”

                        
                        There was joy in her face. Ken could not tell whether she was speaking extemporaneously, or quoting from a book.

                        
                        “What you would call trash,” she said, “the lower creatures adore. We burn this as an offering. There is a glorious future in these flames of industry.”

                        
                        When Ken had confronted his son about the mess that his grandchildren and daughter-in-law were living in, his son had cried, talked about how his own depression meds weren’t working and the doctors were trying to switch him to new ones, how he was doing the best he could and he knew the mess wasn’t good for his wife, who had the stint, and was vulnerable to infections. Ken remembered his own wife’s—his son’s mother’s—illness, and the crush of trying to be a nurse, day in and day out. His knees had hurt, his knuckles had hurt, even when he was able to take enough Xanax or drink enough booze to quell the anxiety, the pain in his joints had kept him awake at night. But he didn’t have the mental problems his son had: not to that degree. Ken’s wife had been crushed by them, would spend whole days not leaving bed, would periodically collapse from the weight of things and lie on the floor, sobbing. She would hallucinate: she had once confessed to Ken that she often heard a voice whispering to her across her pillow, telling her that she should die. The voice’s breath had been hot and humid, and sometimes it had sounded like a man and sometimes like a woman, but it had always sounded generic and detached, like a radio broadcaster trying to be understood by as many people as possible.

                        
                        Something tickled Ken’s hand, and he looked down to see that one of the insects, a kissing bug, had landed on him, and was biting him near the wrist. Beth saw it too.

                        
                        “It’s beautiful,” she said. “Do you agree?”

                        
                        As if in response to her voice, the insect fluttered its wings, their fibers iridescent in the blazing light, and Ken watched as its abdomen grew and grew: swelling with blood, with life, and with happiness.

       
                    
                        ‘Crescendo’, Omi Wilde
                        

                        
                        Something on the list scrolling down the edge of Professor Mari Macdbwe’s vision has caught her attention. Irina Onuo’s engagement level has dropped 15 zarets. Oh certainly—it is, after all, 9pm and Onuo always finds some way to bypass the supposedly tamper-proof restrictions to the newest episode of whatever immersion is currently sweeping through the school like some prehistoric plague. Frater Martins’ engagement level has risen 2 zarets. Macdbwe clicks her tongue—how nice of Martins to emerge, ever so slightly, from the languorous slump yo has been in for the majority of the class. One would never know that Martins had been courted by three of the most prestigious musical planets, and Macdbwe thinks grimly that talent would only get yo so far. But, no, no, none of these.

                        
                        Still demonstrating the kattajak technique developed by the Inuit of Nunavut, Old Earth, with primary and secondary vocal chords rising in a competitive discordant-harmony, she scrolls quickly back through the list. There! Peri Sleener’s engagement level has dropped 250 zarets. That. Is quite impossible. An obvious malfunction. She makes a small note of it to her far right peripheral vision and proceeds with the lesson. Clearly, she thinks, with a small internal sniff of satisfaction, this new engagement detection software isn’t perfect. Certainly, Etect has been a boon, but, even so, sometimes she resents it slightly. She was an excellent teacher before any of these gadgets, and she still trusts her own intuition far more than its supposedly infallible algorithms and bio-signals. She still believes that she knows better than it which student needs more help; which student could, despite immediate appearances, have dormant talent ready to be ignited; which student needs to hear a particular song. Still, this is the first actual error it’s made in the six months since the school accepted the gift of these first experimental units from one of the developers, an alumnus of the school.

                        
                        It’s too late by the end of the class. Perhaps it was too late from the moment that that catastrophic plummet in engagement was noted by the Etect. Onuo, emerging from the end-credits of Slider and jauntily ignoring Prof M’s narrowed eyes—that old sour puss!—to race to the door, is the first to notice Sleener’s slack and unresponsive face. Yo waves yo implant-glittering hands in front of Sleener and bellows, with yo typical verve and volume, “Heyo Slee ’gell, wake up!”

                        
                        Nothing happens.

                        
                        Macdbwe, in the act of unmeshing herself from the blackboard, turns—the sixth sense of every adult who has spent far too long in charge of children already blaring an alarm deep in the pit of her stomach. She crosses the room in five long, purposeful strides, cups Sleener’s lolling head in her hands, and clicks the outer off switch to the feed protruding from Sleener’s temple, that yo parents have refused to allow yo to remove until yo 17th birthday. Still, nothing happens. Sleener is an unresponsive husk. Macdbwe’s deft fingers raise one of Sleener’s eyelids. No pupil response. There’s a tiny broken blood vessel near the tear duct. Macdbwe, maintaining a poised demeanour for the sake of the students clustered around, but with her stomach knotting, checks for a pulse in the girl’s limp neck. There is one.

                        
                        Briskly, she assures the students that Sleener is alive and that a med-team has already been dispatched, and orders them to their next class. Most obey unhesitatingly—the benefit of a reputation as a dragon. Onuo and a few of Sleener’s friends attempt to stay, but Macdbwe ushers them out as the med-team arrives. Macdbwe stands back and lets them do their work, but her keen eyes note that they seem equally confused by whatever catatonia has Sleener in its grip. Eventually, having exhausted treatment protocols for seizures, Rhumbargs, and sociosomatic stupor, they strap Sleener to a gurney and take yo away.

                        
                        Sleener is the first. The very next day, another student’s Etect readout plummets abruptly—this time, Macdbwe stops the class instantly, and filled with an intense surge of desperate energy, tries to perform the consciousness jumping techniques the med-team administered to Sleener, using her own implants, but it’s still too late. When the med-team finally arrives, they reprimand her for attempting to do their job, and she is unable to hold back a snarl, “Yo is my student. And so was Sleener, and yo is still—what? In a coma? Simply absent from yo body? And you don’t have the slightest clue what is really wrong, do you?”

                        
                        The lead medic’s face is blank, his voice smooth. “We’re doing the very best we can, Professor. This is a difficult situation for you, I’m sure, but we are trained to deal with these situations.”

                        
                        “Oh, yes, and the implication being that I’m not, and should therefore simply butt out, and watch another of my students slip into some delirium”—but Macdbwe only mutters her retort under her breath, and goes to usher her other students out, lightly touching Onuo’s shuddering shoulders, in an awkward attempt at comfort.

                        
                        Macdbwe dreams that night that she can fly. Dreams that she is in fact flying. Or, perhaps not flying physically? Disembodied. Yes, and flying through data streams with something flickering on the right hand edge of her vision. She wakes tired, and with her shoulder blades itching, but her voice as she runs through her morning scales is more supple and full of emotional resonance than it has been since she was half this age. She syncs into the news-stream as she drinks her coffee, and listens to officials scoff at the suggestion that it might be some kind of viral epidemic. A representative for D.R.B.C. suggests, in a smug tone that makes the old-fashioned strip of decorative fur down her neck bristle, that it’s undoubtedly some new club drug. Macdbwe’s long fingers dig into her chair rest—she knows her students, and Sleener was not a partier. Yo might not have had the most raw talent, or the best mods and tertiary vocal chords, but yo was dedicated to music. No. Something else is happening here. She tries to tell herself that nothing will happen today. She tries to convince herself that two is not a pattern; that there is no reason to dread going in to a day at this work that she has loved for so long; that her students are not threatened by something she can’t see and can’t protect them from. And nothing happens that day.

                        
                        Two days later as she traces the movements of Baggiria’s epic orchestral movement Io Turo Lee—Ygaice Tru’s engagement level has dropped 500 zarets. Slax Huper’s engagement level has dropped 300 zarets. Bey Jeffood’s engagement level has dropped 350 zarets. She reels with furious panicked energy, as three more of her students plummet, but nothing she does has any effect. This time the lead medic’s voice is not smooth, and he admits his confusion. If she didn’t feel such a desperate need for someone to blame, she would feel pity for the way his skilled hands and his first quality med tech implants simply dangle with helplessness. Instead Macdbwe feels as though she could rip those implants out with her own bare hands and put them to better use. Before she can say or do anything—Irina Onuo’s engagement level has dropped 275 zarets. She feels a new surge of grief and rage, and hurls herself across the room to the desk of the obnoxious little slacker, tears streaming down her face. Onuo is not there. Yo body is empty and Macdbwe knows it but she can’t stop herself from shaking yo, from trying everything yet again

                        
                        She is granted compassionate leave for the rest of the afternoon. Too wound up with emotion to sit still in the claustrophobic ’tube she runs home, belting Orationa’s aria with more soaring sorrow than she ever was able to vocalize in her award winning 3 months on Herald’s stage. It’s when she reaches her apartment that the insight flares in her brain. Irina Onuo. Irina Onuo who has cried every time—each and every victim of this, this thing, has been one of Onuo’s closest friends. And now Onuo yoself. There is a pattern. She only has to find it. Tease and unravel it out from this central point—Irina Onuo.

                        
                        That night Macdbwe dreams that she is soaring on a cloud of, what she now realizes, is not merely data, but anthropomorphized musical notes. She is pure electricity. When she wakes, she is singing a complex, slippery melody so pure and right that she leaps from bed to record it—and, as the last notes leave her mouth, is stricken with guilt that she has, in that moment of musical ecstasy, forgotten her students. Their—Deaths? Absences?—catch in her throat, and leave her retching.

                        
                        And then, flooding her brain, a flash from her dream of Onuo: those glittering hands smothering yo laughter at the immerserstory yo was always watching in class. That. That is the pattern. Onuo was generous, and always shared yo back alley accesses with yo friends. Macdbwe knows that this is the solution, as clear and right as the perfect melody that still rings in her ears. It’s a virus perhaps. Something. Macdbwe has always mistrusted these new immersion methods—nothing like the simpler, more controllable forms of stories she grew up with. These integrate every sense, and allow rapid fire switching of viewpoints in mid-stream. That, alone, could cause the brain to rebel, she thinks. Surely, we weren’t meant to see a story from every angle, and all in a blazingly vivid instant.

                        
                        Macdbwe wonders who to go to with this revelation. She thinks vaguely that there must be some proper authorities to contact—but something is insistently tugging at her psyche. Another song. A complex intertwining series of melodies, requiring all three of her tertiary vocal chords, and every bit of the decades she has spent perfecting her art and craft. Why, to even begin to adequately represent the refrain she will need to use all five non-standard notational systems… Hands shaking with creative intensity, she meshes back in and lets the music pour out of her. To think, that she had begun to believe herself over the creative hill. She had thought that all she had left to give Aoide was the training and cultivation of the next generation.

                        
                        
         The next generation.

                        
                        Once again she is overwhelmed with guilt that the muse has overpowered her grief and worry for her students. She is shaking, with fatigue now, but she forces herself to open a communication window. After a moment’s hesitation, she calls a former pupil. Charn was not a brilliant musician, and would never have been one but fortunately yo—no, they; she still thinks of them as a child, as her student, but they are an adult now, and have chosen the adult agender pronoun—had had the good sense to move on to a different dream. They are a doctor, now, at some prestigious hospital, she thinks. Surely, they would at least know who to inform of such a health crisis. Charn doesn’t answer, and she’s startled by their abrupt busy message—and by how much older they appear. She leaves a brief, and somewhat flustered message.

                        
                        The next thing she is consciously aware of is waking from a slump in her chair to the sound of Charn’s call ringing through. It is two hours later. She is thick headed with sleep, and at first she thinks she is simply not making herself clear. But no—eventually their gentle explanations take cohesive shape in her brain, despite its best attempts to rebel against the unwelcome information.

                        
                        “It can’t be the immersion stories,” Charn explains, “because billions mesh with them every day and have for years, without any such problems.”

                        
                        “But,” she objects, “perhaps it’s the specific program?”

                        
                        They sigh. Shake their head. “That program is immensely popular with all the uni kids, and I can assure you that there have been no other outbreaks of whatever it is that is afflicting your students… I’m sorry, prof.” At least they have the respect to not try to tell her that it was a good thought. They pause and then say slowly, carefully, “This… whatever is happening… medically speaking, it doesn’t qualify as an epidemic. It’s still well within the range of random coincidence. I know it must not look that way, but statistically…” Their voice trails off and they look down; rubbing thumb along the index knuckle as yo always did when yo was writing an exam.

                        
                        Macdbwe feels a sudden rush of sympathy replace frustration and resentment, and then feels exhaustion replace everything. They say goodbye, and she sits in the dark for a few minutes before hunting through her cupboards for an old jar of instant coffee. She brews it, and as she does she thinks. She barely even bothers to consciously discard the idea of mere random happenstance. So, it must be something unique to the academy. It could be anything she supposes—something in the water system, some mold perhaps; some new and more obscure game or immersion; a cursed Egyptian statue. She almost laughs at her last thought, and then sighs. How can she, a prima donna past her prime turned teacher, hope to discover a pattern or cause when the city’s best doctors don’t even think there is one to find? The futility of it doesn’t stop her, of course.

                        
                        She spends the next two days systematically trying to inventory everything that the victims have in common, and covers her home whiteboard in meticulous cross-referenced lists and notes. She makes no progress, except to become increasingly convinced that it must be something in the school itself. On the third day, three more of her students plummet into catatonia. She goes home screaming a Mongolian lament, and stays awake all night alternating intense bursts of creativity with equally intense planning. The next day, she approaches the headmaster.

                        
                        The headmaster is obviously expecting her. She smiles sadly at Macdbwe and asks, “Yes?”

                        
                        Macdbwe launches into her carefully prepared arguments—mindful of how much pressure the headmaster must be under from the board to avoid scandal, she suggests an excuse for shutting down the school. “Repairs. And upgrades. The main auditorium’s roof has leaked in the last two storms and several classrooms have outdated equipment. It would be—”

                        
                        The older woman raises a small, elegant, plump hand and interrupts her, “Yes, Macdbwe. Your plan is sound, and I had been considering something similar myself. Health officials assure me that this is not an epidemic, and that while they are unsure of its cause, that it is likely coincidental that our students have been the only ones affected. However, several students have expressed fear and concern, and I think I quite agree that this would be for the best. We will, of course, continue to provide classes for our distance students, and will offer that option to our other students during the school repairs.”

                        
                        Macdbwe blinks, all her arguments still assembled on the tip of her tongue. “Oh. Oh. Thank you, Headmaster.”

                        
                        The headmaster sighs, and says with a mixture of gentleness and tartness, “You are not the only one distressed by recent events, Macdbwe.”

                        
                        Macdbwe nods, swallowing around an ache in the back of her throat.

                        
                        The headmaster makes the announcement that very day. Three days pass, and no more victims are reported. She calls Charn, worrying that perhaps other incidents could be being kept out of the media—but no, they assure her that no other cases have occurred. She rejoices. She still wishes she knew what it was that had caused it, and dreads the possibility that whatever it is will still be there when the “renovations” are completed. After a few more days, the novelty of hooky wears off, and most of her students begin signing in for virtual classes. She is sleeping well, and every morning she wakes to a new song birthed in her brain, and bursting to escape through her finger tips and vocal chords. If she were superstitious she would knock on wood, but she is not, and she doesn’t—she sings with joy.

                        
                        It happens one week after the school closes. She is teaching her afternoon class. Giver Loren’s engagement level has dropped 275 zarets. She can’t believe it at first, and her thoughts are a rush of confusion. Then, quite suddenly, she thinks “not Loren.” Loren is a distance student—has always been a distance student. Yo is on asteroid patrol in the farthest edge of the system. And it hits her. Like a physical blow, it hits her, and she knows without a fragment of doubt. It is nothing within the physical school. It’s in the school’s net. It is Etect. She doesn’t know how or why, but she knows it. She knows, with a horrifying wave of nausea, that the creative spring that she has gloried in is not her own. It’s theirs.

                        
                        

                            
                            Charn finishes the final preparations and turns to her. “You do know that this…? There’s no precedent for this. We have no idea how this happened. I… well, I’m not even sure that you’re right, and even if you are, this—this probably won’t work. I mean, there’s no reason to believe that… I know you feel… But.” They allow themselves a small unhappy shrug.

                            
                            Macdbwe merely nods. “I know.”

                            
                            Charn presses their lips together and then blurts out, “You won’t have very long. I reported your theory to the appropriate authorities and experts—I had to. They’ll probably be here soon and they’ll be able to… to conduct tests. And if it is… You know, I… I’m sure they’ll be able to reverse it.”

                            
                            Macdbwe responds to the apology that they weren’t quite able to say, and calmly assures them, “It’s quite alright. I understand.” She shivers in the cold, sterile air and turns toward the hospital beds that their empty bodies lie on; they are arranged in a semi-circle around her. Her eyes, burning bright and tired, meet each of their vacant eyes. Her features, made even more gaunt and harsh by the fluorescent light; she looks like an Albrecht Durer martyr as she bends over the console and meshes into etect. She smiles gently at Charn, and then straightens, each vertebra perfectly aligned. Her lips part.

                            
                            And she begins to sing.

                            
                    