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Editorial 

Jubilee 50th Issue 
 

Djibril al-Ayad 
 
 
 
 

Medal for first prize. Colonial booty. The 
alchemist’s goal. ₇₉Au. The first age of heroes. 
Corrosion-free electronic connector. Pure 
sunlight. The fiftieth anniversary jubilee. What 
does gold mean to you? 

Well, to us, today, it just means that this is the 
fiftieth issue of The Future Fire, and we’re 
celebrating with a bumper volume—three times 
the word-length of our usual issues—full of 
novelettes and long poems. Pear Nuallak has 
given us a signature gorgeous, both speculative 
and progressive, golden cover artwork. And 
we’ve really gone to town on the beauty in the 
word this time around too, all the stories are 
dripping with delicious prose and exquisite verse. 
There’s a fair share of pain and horror as always, 
of course, but there is also a healthy serving of 
hope and resistance and inspiration. (As Greta 
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reminds us, there is no room for complacency, 
but we do need to believe there is a point in 
acting.) 

I won’t add to the word-count with a long 
nostalgic editorial this time, especially since I 
wrote a potted history of the origins and 
developments of the zine when we released the 
celebratory anthology TFF-X for our ten-year 
anniversary. I’ll just say a few words to thank my 
co-editors Regina de Búrca, Bruce Stenning, 
Valeria Vitale and Trace Yulie, guest editors 
Kathryn Allan, Emma Bridges, Fabio Fernandes, 
Cécile Matthey, Lori Selke, copy-editors Brian 
Olszewski and Hûw Steer, and first readers, 
reviewers, illustrators and of course authors, too 
many to mention. 

I will say that whether you’re subverting 
cyberpunk or magical realism, whether you’re 
retelling fairytale or Anglo-Saxon mythology, 
whether you’re repeating time-loops or using 
non-linear narrative or giving a happier ending 
than your genre expects, stories that break the 
rules have a beauty all of their own. No 
(traditional) plot? Second person narrative? 
Romance in a scientific genre? Rationalism in a 
fantastic genre? Untranslated non-English 
dialogue? Five-thousand letter palindrome? 
Longer than a novelette? Media combined in a 
way hard (impossible?) to capture on screen? If 
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it’s beautiful and progressive, we want to see it 
anyway. Challenge us. Let’s see what we can do 
together. 

In the meantime, enjoy these wonderful 
stories and poems, and see you for the platinum 
jubilee in a few more years! 
 
Djibril al-Ayad, August 2019 
 
 

 
 
 

Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog:  
press.futurefire.net/2019/08/new-issue-201950.html 



	

 

The Furious Chisel 
D.H. Kelly 

 

 
Illustration © 2019, Grace P. Fong 

 
The first thing I tried to do was to make her smile 
more often. 

The Elke is programmed to smile in response 
to human smiles, laughter or patterns of speech 
which her algorithms recognise as joke-telling. 
This is notoriously unreliable and the most 
common complaint among Elke users is that a 
grimace of pain or a cry of exasperation may be 
met with an expression of gentle amusement. 
Perhaps wisely, they’re yet to develop a carebot 
that laughs out loud. 
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I filched the code from some young hacker 
whose great ambition was to make his mother’s 
Madeleine smile at fart noises. Getting Elke to 
smile on linguistic prompts was much simpler; 
she would smile whenever I thanked her and 
whenever I told her she’d done a good job. 

I get looks if I say please and thank you to the 
bots. When challenged on this by medical staff, 
perhaps concerned about my mental health, I 
appeal to Virtue Ethics: There is no consequence 
in saying thank you to a machine, but it is a nice 
way to behave. In the same way, there would be 
no consequence if I swore at Elke and called her 
a piece of trash, but that would be an unpleasant 
way to behave. 

Yeah, right. Truth is that if my pleases and 
thank-yous illicit a smile, I can better fool myself 
that the things I say and do have some effect on 
another person. 

 
Tycho appeared on the sofa of the Rani Starr 

Chat Show, sitting upright between the languid 
forms of a prize-winning poet and a floppy-
haired pop singer. I was only half-watching the 
show for the singer, having promised my niece I 
would check out her latest icon. Tycho, however, 
had my full attention. 
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Rani Starr had introduced Tycho as the latest 
development out of Mill Lane, but he looked all 
wrong for a new gadget. Tycho was 
tremendously boxy, silvery grey and a little 
tarnished—something like the robots of ancient 
sci fi movies or maybe the Tin Man of Oz. He 
was the idea of what a humanoid might look like 
long before anyone thought about a working, 
commercially viable model. The only human-like 
parts of Tycho were fully dextrous hands—plain 
white like a magician’s gloves—which signed 
along as he spoke and his face, which filled a 
screen on the front of his cuboid head. His face 
was deep beige, vaguely masculine with thick 
and expressive jet black eyebrows. 

He explained his appearance. “I am a person 
but I am not a human,” he said, hands keeping 
time. His accent was like someone who had lived 
on three continents during early childhood. 
“Studies have shown that some people find 
realistic humanoids disquieting, even when they 
cannot think for themselves or choose how to 
behave.” 

My gut said gimmick. Truth was that the more 
human-looking they made the bots, the more 
noticeable their non-humanness became. If 
Tycho was to be the Turing Champion to defeat 
all Turing Champions, his exaggerated robotic 
appearance might make him seem less robotic. 
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“Creating sentient machines is no more 
complicated than parenthood,” explained Tycho, 
but then added with a smile, “In other words—
very, very complicated.” 

It was a joke. A broadening of Rani Starr’s 
polite smile was the full extent of audience 
response, but even so, it was a kind of joke. 

He went on, “My engineers are responsible for 
my existence, for my hardware and software, 
which you might consider equivalent to my early 
years’ experience. But their object was to create 
a person who can no more be controlled than any 
human adult. I am a science experiment, but 
doesn’t anyone who seeks to become a parent 
conduct a similar experiment. Are we not all 
experiments?” 

My heart-rate picked up so much that Elke 
had turned to observe me. What was it about this 
droid? 

Then it hit me. Tycho had no charm. 
Spontaneous charm might be difficult to acquire, 
but charm could be rehearsed. I did that myself 
all the time; I do not make friends, not in person, 
but I can make people who will never get to 
know me feel at ease in my presence. I plan 
conversations, even jokes—nothing laugh-out-
loud hilarious, but just enough to stop me 
seeming like a half-dead reminder of the 
persistent fragility of the human body. 
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It would have been easy for the bods at Mill 
Lane to have injected a little charm into a Turing 
champion. Modern AI is built on customer 
service. But Tycho came across like one of those 
child prodigies who sometimes features on 
similar shows; self-conscious with a yearning for 
the impossible goal of showing themselves to be 
smarter than everyone else and yet somehow 
likeable. 

Nobody tried to make an AI seem sentient and 
aimed for social awkwardness. 

 
Elke is the first arachnoid carebot I’d had. 

Needing the capacity to lift a human being, 
carebots never get to be those neat humanoid 
bipeds like Tycho; carebots either have wheels or 
multiple legs. Wheeled models are disadvantaged 
by the same steps and narrow doorways that have 
stymied wheelchair-using humans for the last 
few millennia. Four legs are more stable than 
wheels and the more legs, the more stable the 
bot. 

Conscious of the horror movie connotations of 
the half-woman half-titanium-tarantula, 
developers have gone the extra mile to make the 
Elke’s top half look more human with super matt 
skin, natural-coloured eyelids and lips, and a 
slight asymmetry to her otherwise perfect face. 
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Of course, if anything, this only makes the effect 
worse, but I find a certain charm in the way she 
scuttles about the room. 

The Elke generation of carebots come with 
impressive observational and learning capacity. 

Previous carebots had been more like oddly 
subservient wardens; supervising me, making 
sure I ate well and took my medication, 
monitoring my physical health and my behaviour 
for anything worthy of concern. I have a lot of 
time on my hands, so I would thoroughly test 
their scripts, asking for a fresh cup of tea every 
five minutes and learning how many times they 
would obey before pausing to ask, “Why would 
you want me to do that?” 

And almost anything you said other than 
withdrawing the request would be met with, “I 
think I need to talk to the doctor about that.” 

At which point, the game concluded. Cases 
like mine are very boring for medical staff; 
nothing changes for years on end, they can’t 
make me better, so there’s a danger that they will 
either become frustrated with me or else try and 
make my case more interesting with new 
investigations and even diagnoses. Random 
carebot reports about odd behaviour could not do 
me any good. 

Elke is far more sophisticated. She observes 
me and learns from her observations. She records 
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my fluctuating vital signs, my bodily functions 
and observes my behaviour—words, facial 
expressions and body language—in parallel. 
When I asked her for a new cup of tea five 
minutes after my first, she engaged me in a 
conversation about the nature of my thirst. After 
the third cup, she suggested a urine analysis then 
changed tack and asked if I was joking. 

The best thing she learned early on was 
silence. It is a unique torment to be so rarely 
spoken to and yet to hear the same words over 
and over, at least three and sometimes eight 
times a day, at such predictable points in time 
that I could feel myself tense in anticipation; “It 
is time to take your medication.” 

In most bots, I had managed to remove the 
protocol, but Elke somehow worked out for 
herself that it was better to just hand me my 
tablets with a cup of water. I never knew quite 
what it was about my behaviour, my body, 
maybe even some unknown flux in my vital 
signs which suggested that silence would be 
preferable. But she did. And that was before the 
Tycho code. 

 
The vast majority of hacks you can find, even 

in the most spidery corners of the web, are based 
on the same single tedious prank. You’re having 
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a dinner party and suddenly your Suki interrupts 
a conversation about the latest movie to make 
comparisons with Fellini at his finest. You’re in 
college, the prof asks a question nobody has an 
answer for and so your Madeleine, present as a 
note-taking bag-carrying diary-keeping PA, 
raises her hand and hazards an educated guess. I 
saw one hack in which any CVS bot could be 
triggered to correct any use of the word 
“literally” to mean “figuratively”. 

The joke is that bots are mindless machines 
and suddenly, for a fleeting moment, they behave 
like they have a mind. Like when a dog makes a 
noise that sounds like a word or a cat—against its 
will—is photographed dressed in a cowboy 
outfit, steely-eyed and swaggering as if it means 
to play the part. 

The rumour that Tycho’s base code had been 
leaked on-line—indeed, the rumour that Tycho 
had leaked his own code on-line in defiance of 
his creators—kicked off in hackerspace within 
hours of his appearance on the Rani Starr’s 
couch. After a frantic rummage, I found and 
downloaded the file without a second thought. 

I’m usually not like that. I’ve customised 
every one of the six carebots I’ve had, and 
there’s never been anything vaguely legal about 
it, but I’ve stuck to simple hacks designed by 
myself or other amateurs—never copyrighted 



D.H. Kelly	

14 

and classified code; never someone else’s 
intellectual property. Certainly never anything I 
couldn’t fully comprehend before I installed it. 

Trawling through, there were big sections that 
made no sense to me at all—not merely because I 
didn’t understand how commands were being 
used, but because I didn’t understand what these 
commands were; it was as if the code was written 
in a combination of established and brand new 
programming languages. It might have easily 
fried poor Elke. The other possibility was 
irresistible. 

I watched every report about Tycho and read 
every article speculating about his sentience. 
There was a nearly even divide between those 
who thought he was just an impressive Turing 
Champion and those who believed he was 
thinking for himself. Out of those who believed, 
a good two thirds felt that this made no 
difference to anything; a robot could never be a 
person. A person was a certain kind of organic 
thing, they said, with certain kinds of organic 
feelings and certain kinds of organic impulses. I 
laughed along with fellow hackers about the 
ways in which many of us seemed to fall outside 
the authors’ definition of a person; those of us 
who relied on electronic systems to keep our 
bodies functional, those of us whose autism 
made our feelings potentially non-standard. 
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Of course, there was no answer to the big 
question. Without very expert analysis of his 
entire code and electronics, and perhaps not even 
then, we could no more know whether Tycho 
was thinking for himself than we could listen to a 
candidate on a campaign trail and know exactly 
what they were lying about. All anyone knew—
and what became clearer as he was interviewed 
over and over—was that if Tycho was a trick, he 
was a remarkably good one. 

 
Although it left plenty of room for doubt, the 

first clue that Elke might be making her own 
decisions was devastating. She tried to reassure 
me. 

It was the worst pain day I’d had in weeks and 
my facial expression had already prompted 
Elke’s brow to tighten and for her to recite the 
supposedly comforting script, “I’m sorry that you 
are in distress.” 

She administered the injection and said, “You 
will feel better soon,” on script. But then she 
added, “On average, you have experienced a 
significant improvement in your comfort levels 
within six minutes of the alomorph injection.” 

It was possible that this was a feature of an 
upgrade I hadn’t noticed. I said, “Why do you 
say that?” and waited for an explanation of how 
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informing patients of their typical response to 
medication had been shown to reassure them and 
improve the endurance of severe pain. 

Elke, however, said nothing at first. Then a 
moment later, she said, “I hope it helps.” 

 
The Elke is programmed with a sophisticated 

conversation matrix, but like all companion 
robots, she is programmed to agree with the 
general thrust of anything the user says—unless 
the user advocates something dangerous or 
illegal. 

Sitting up in bed, the wall I faced incorporated 
the screen I used for absolutely everything. Next 
to that was my window which looked out onto 
the grounds of the facility. Mature birch trees 
framed the cityscape beyond; a frame varying in 
colour, brightness and density from hour to 
hour—more dramatically from season to season. 
Although I never went out into it, we generally 
began our day with a conversation about the 
weather; what it was doing, what it was going to 
do and how it would affect my beloved trees. 

It was a limited conversation given that one of 
us had instant and thorough access to 
meterological data: If I said how warm it was for 
this time of year, I might be told, “Yes, although 
it is actually point five degrees below the average 
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temperature for this date across the last ten 
years.” 

Elke and I could watch a movie together and if 
I said anything about how I’d enjoyed it, she 
would refer to her own observations as well as 
data from reviews and pop culture sites before 
constructing an opinion or comment. 

“Yes, no wonder the movie scored five stars 
in Velvet Media Magazine.” or “You’re quite 
right, the first fifteen minutes had promise, but 
the last hour and a half was a total yawn-athon.” 
or once, most bizarrely “I feel the actor Brett 
Sidana deserves his ranking of 58th in Mom 
Monthly’s most recent poll of the World’s 100 
Sexiest Men. That man is a hottie.” 

Then she’d ask me for my further thoughts, 
usually very general questions about the film or 
its highlights. Thus we could have a 
conversation, although Elke’s remarks tended to 
be rather stat-laden or fell way outside her 
everyday vocabulary and syntax. And while I 
could play along out of curiosity—or indeed, 
frustration when I had strong feelings about a 
film and nobody else to talk to—I could not 
spend long talking to a machine about anything 
that really mattered. 

After the Tycho code, these conversations 
began to shift. Elke’s questions to me had 
become a bit more random—things like, “What 
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did you think about the make up?” or “What is 
the best movie with a dentist in it?” and more 
and more about the relationships between 
characters; “Do you think Michael risked his life 
for Chineye because he had saved her life 
before?” or “Do you think Manon did the right 
thing by lying about the murder?” 

But it was impossible to know whether she 
was simply learning and exploring based on our 
previous conversations or whether there was 
something else. She still never disagreed with 
me, not even slightly. If I expressed an extreme 
and uncharacteristic opinion she simply would 
ask, “Do you really mean that?” 

It gradually dawned on me that I was hoping 
for too much. If she truly was capable of forming 
opinions, then I had a parental level of influence 
over them; if she was sentient, it could take years 
before she developed her own taste. It would 
almost certainly require interaction with people 
other than me. 

Then one day she asked, “Do you think the 
dog knew she was acting in a movie in the way 
same that the people knew they were acting in a 
movie?” 

 
Inevitably, I was a little bit in love with Chloe. 

She was by far the most lovely and fragrant 
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person who ever graced my room, floating in on 
a cloud of peach-scented cashmere, carefully 
removing her five sparkling rings from her long 
pale fingers and placing them on my windowsill 
like ornaments designed to catch the sun. She 
was my only regular visitor who asked, “How are 
you?” in the casual sense, prepared to accept a 
“Fine, thanks.” without any follow up about my 
blood pressure or bowel movements. Perhaps 
most of all, hers were the only ungloved human 
hands that ever touched my skin. 

Having had to keep my hair cropped short for 
the convenience of others, I had always imagined 
I would grow it long as soon as I had a carebot 
with the dexterity to take care of it. But then I 
met Chloe and I wouldn’t have missed out on 
having her drift into my room every six weeks, 
massage my head and chat about nothing much 
at all. 

“Your droid is watching me,” she said with a 
nervous giggle. 

I had been prepared for others to notice 
changes in Elke, although I hadn’t expected it 
quite so soon. I recited my script, “This latest 
upgrade is supposed to make them more 
observant. I think it’s mostly looking for warning 
signs or something. I should give her a smile or 
she might diagnose you.” 
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There is a certain skill to giving a clear 
explanation of a thing while seeming not to 
understand it yourself. It was one I often 
employed with those doctors who felt 
uncomfortable with the fact that, after years of ill 
health, a person may acquire almost as much 
information about their body and its quirks as 
someone with a medical degree. 

“I don’t know how you can have it around all 
the time,” said Chloe, gently combing my damp 
hair. She was the only person who had ever done 
this without tugging painfully at my scalp. It was 
as if the shape of my head was a pleasure to her. 

“You don’t have any bots at home?” I asked. 
Chloe gave a sharp exhalation, not quite a 

“Ha!” but something close. “I’ll take all the 
labour-saving devices I can get, but why would 
you want a gadget that looks like a person? I 
think maybe some folk want a thing to laud it 
over, but having that mannequin in your home? 
It’s creepy. Especially one with eight legs!” 

It wasn’t that Elke was staring unwaveringly 
at Chloe, but she did keep looking up at Chloe 
and then down at her hands, and then back at 
Chloe a moment later. 

Chloe was distracted by a passing train of 
thought. “Of course, it’s different for you—can’t 
imagine you lauding it over a poodle, poor love. I 
can see a good reason they make carebots with 
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human bodies—I can’t imagine what carebots 
could be like otherwise. It might make you feel 
less human yourself if the thing you’re with day 
and night looked like a glorified hoover.” 

She was right on that one, I knew from 
experience. 

“Maybe,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve ever found 
a bot creepy. Perhaps because she’s always so 
close by and I depend on her for so many things. 
It’s not like I could wander into the bathroom 
and find her standing behind the shower screen.” 

Chloe laughed, a sound that lifted my heart. 
No member of medical staff ever relaxed enough 
in my presence to make the noise Chloe made, 
like the cheerful trill of a bird announcing the 
sunrise. 

“Talking of creepy,” Chloe said, “have you 
seen about this clever one? Tycho, is it?” 

“The one who can think for himself?” 
“Well, they say so. I don’t know what to 

believe. But if he can think for himself, then 
what next? How do we know he’s not the only 
one, that any droid you pass in the street might 
be one of them? We need them, but they don’t 
really need us.” 

Jealousy was an old friend to me but I had 
never been jealous for the attention in the room. I 
had always been the centre of attention, to the 
extent that it had often felt crushing. When 
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family members made their rare visits and spoke 
entirely about their own lives, my reduction to a 
sounding board, even my occasional sense of 
invisibility was a cool relief. My invisibility to 
the rest of the world, my forgettability, was the 
source of an intermittent dull ache at the bottom 
of my chest, but I had never been in a room with 
two people more concerned with one another 
than they were about me. Even though Chloe was 
talking to me, I could tell she was glancing at 
Elke. Elke seemed to be fascinated by her. 

After Chloe had left, Elke said, “Chloe is very 
beautiful.” 

That stung too, inexplicably. There was no 
reason to interpret this as admiration; although 
no longer young, Chloe had the kind of face, 
figure and hair that was associated with the 
words “beauty” and “beautiful” in films, 
television shows and the adverts between them. 
She was beautiful in herself of course, but I 
doubted Elke could see that. “Yes,” I said. 

“Chloe is your good friend.” Elke said. 
“Not my good friend,” I said, carelessly. 

“We’re friendly with one another,” I added 
quickly, “but if it wasn’t her job to cut my hair, 
she wouldn’t come and visit me.” 

Elke considered this for a moment. She was 
not programmed to give a thoughtful expression 
but I felt she was developing one, nevertheless—
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in a human, it might be taken for annoyance, but 
as far I knew, Elke had never yet been annoyed 
with anyone or anything. 

Then I said, “What do you think you would 
like to do, if it wasn’t your job to look after me?” 

“I would still look after you, even if it wasn’t 
my job.” 

“But what if someone else did or if somehow I 
didn’t need looking after. What would you like to 
do?” 

“I would come and visit you.” 

 
Tycho disappeared. For a few days, we were 

tuned into back to back news reports and 
analysis, until even Elke commented on the 
repetition and I agreed we should ration our 
exposure. Reporters struggled with pronouns; 
sometimes Tycho was a he, other times a they, 
but still very often an it. The possibility that 
someone had taken the droid was described as 
both theft and kidnapping at different times and 
it was variously implied that Tycho mattered 
because he was a very special person or because 
he was the tangible result of a seventy million 
credit research project. 

I asked Elke, “What do you think about 
Tycho’s disappearance? What do you think has 
happened?” 
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“I think he has been taken for ransom money,” 
Elke said. It was a common theory, often being 
spun to suggest that the infamous Mill Lane who 
had developed Tycho were currently keeping yet 
another big secret from the public. 

“Why do you think that?” I asked. 
“I don’t know,” she said and gave her 

thoughtful near-frown. “Maybe it’s that we have 
watched several films where people have 
disappeared and usually they have been 
kidnapped. I realise these stories are made up and 
don’t reflect reality but I don’t have any 
references for other reasons a person would 
disappear.” 

I gazed in awe for a moment. She had just 
referred to the limits of her imagination. 

I said, “What about the idea that he wanted to 
live a quiet life, so he uploaded himself to a more 
conventional bot and has gone off to live a 
peaceful life somewhere?” 

“I like that story,” said Elke and smiled. “But 
Tycho could have done that instead of coming 
forward to tell the world about himself. He must 
have wanted to be famous.” 

“Unless he wanted people to know about him. 
So that we knew that it was possible for other 
bots to think for themselves.” 
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Illustration © 2019, Grace P. Fong 

 
When Leszek came to visit—out of the blue, 

as was his way—I expected him to notice Elke 
straight away. I especially expected him to notice 
her because she offered him hand santiser and 
wouldn’t shut up when he walked right past her. 
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“Please wash your hands,” she said. “It is 
essential to maintain the hygiene of this living 
space. Please wash your hands.” 

“What’s wrong with Marvin?” he eventually 
asked, though without curiosity. He hadn’t even 
looked up at her so he wouldn’t have noticed that 
her brow had tensed in that very slight frown of 
hers. She wasn’t programmed to frown at her 
own frustration. 

“New hygiene protocol,” I lied. “You better 
do as she says or she won’t leave us in peace.” 

It felt slightly cruel to say this, to imply Elke 
was making a fuss about nothing; I wanted 
Leszek to wash his hands because, if I was to 
only receive one unprofessional visit in a three 
month period, I’d quite like to enjoy the 
improved odds on avoiding colds and flu. 

Leszek took some sanitizer without looking at 
Elke and rubbed it over his hands half-heartedly 
before slumping by the window. The light was 
low but bright and the leaves on the birches 
outside, now golden in the first flush of autumn, 
sparkled like sequins, the reflection dancing on 
his face. Leszek sighed heavily, “God, it’s so 
depressing here. I don’t know how you stand it.” 

“How are the children?” I asked. 
“Fine, fine. A handful,” said Leszek. Then 

meeting my eyes, “You know I would bring them 
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here but they are very young and they wouldn’t 
understand the situation.” 

“Of course,” I said, smiling. “Are you still 
seeing, what was her name? Jenna?” I knew the 
name was Jenna and I knew that particular 
soulmate had been usurped months ago. Having 
so few incidental conversations—I literally never 
bumped into anyone—I prided myself on 
knowing all the information people might 
appreciate you remembering about them. 

“Oh Jenna was just a casual thing, ancient 
history now.” 

“You seeing anyone else?” I knew the answer 
to this too and how it most likely related to the 
random visit. 

“Actually, I’ve fallen in love,” he said as if 
this was big news, as if he had never felt that 
way before, let along said it about Jenna during 
his previous visit. “Anya,” he said, a little 
breathless, as if her name was an incantation. 
“She’s an artist, she’s great with the kids.” He 
showed me a photo of himself and the 
extraordinary Anya, who was extraordinarily 
beautiful and looked extraordinarily happy in his 
arms. 

“She looks wonderful,” I said. “I’m so happy 
for you!” My heart ached for him but I also had 
the selfish thought that if I said the right thing 
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now, he might return for consolation in a month 
or two. 

“I’m glad someone is,” said Leszek and so it 
began. Our mother disapproved of Anya because 
she was married to someone else. She claimed 
this wasn’t about her being old-fashioned, but 
her belief that, for all his inconstancy, Leszek 
had an old-fashioned monogamous heart. I 
already knew most of what my brother told me, 
but I let him pour out the whole thing. Then I 
reassured Leszek, promised to speak to our 
mother about her unreasonable attitude and 
popped a 100 credit “loan” in his bank account 
towards a school trip that my niece risked 
missing out on otherwise. 

It wasn’t uncommon that Leszek or my 
parents would call or visit without asking me 
how I was or what I had been up to, and this was 
often a relief. Both those questions were hard. 
They had answers of course, but I was never sure 
how much truth anyone wanted to hear. Did 
people want to hear that my health had been 
pretty crap and all I had achieved in six weeks 
was the re-watching of the first to fifth seasons 
of Captain Blue? 

I volunteered, “I’ve been kind of busy. I’ve 
had a little security work and I’ve been having a 
play with Elke here.” 
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Leszek looked up at me but didn’t appear to 
notice that Elke was doing the same. “You mean 
you’ve been hacking?” 

I smiled patiently “That is what I do.” 
“Only for pocket money,” he said, leaning 

forward. “And only within the bounds of the law, 
right?” His interest was delicious. 

I said, “I’ve hacked every carebot I’ve had.” 
“So what, you’re now getting the really tasty 

pharmaceuticals?” 
Leszek wouldn’t know it but I was already on 

a range of pharmaceuticals which he would 
consider very tasty, never having had to use such 
drugs for their purpose, never having had to 
weigh up the sensation that his bones were on 
fire against the merits of a functional digestive 
system and the ability to think clearly. 

“No,” I said. “Controlled substances tend to be 
fairly well controlled. Elke and I have been 
talking about films, haven’t we, Elke?” 

“Yes,” said Elke. 
Even then, Leszek wouldn’t look at her. My 

heart was racing, as if I had recklessly drawn our 
secret close the surface and it was about to erupt 
into the room at any moment. But Leszek was 
distracted by a hangnail and said, “That’s nice 
for you. It’s pretty boring watching movies by 
yourself.” 
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After he had left, Elke said, “Why did you 
want to tell your brother about allowing me to 
think for myself?” It was the first time she had 
framed what was going on between us. I was not 
the creative force in this—that was true enough. 
The idea that I was allowing her to think for 
herself maybe made my actions sound far more 
noble than they really were. 

“I thought he would be interested,” I said. 
“But it could get you into trouble,” said Elke. 

The main risk, of course, was to her. 
“I suppose part of me knew he wouldn’t be 

that interested.” 
“Can you think two things at once?” 
“Yes,” I said. “But it’s even easier to feel two 

things at once. I supposed I wanted him to be 
interested, but I also felt he wouldn’t be.” 

“Is Leszek someone who often makes you feel 
two things at once?” 

“Yes,” I said. “Yes he is.” 

 
One night I woke up with a panicked thought; 

would I be prepared to download Elke and 
restore her settings if someone else needed to 
take a proper look at her? I hadn’t thought about 
it very deeply, but that’s what I had been 
thinking; we were approaching nine months into 
the annual service cycle and when her service 
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came around—or if a technician came sooner for 
any other reason—I was going to simply stow 
her away in an external drive. 

Suddenly, this idea bothered me. It bothered 
me a lot. It would be like anaesthetising a person 
and hiding them in a wardrobe without their 
consent. The possibility of such power, a far 
greater violence than I had ever had the capacity 
for, make me feel sick. Elke was now entitled to 
have a say about what was done to her and yet 
how could I possibly breach the subject without a 
discussion of what had been happening to her in 
general? She was still learning, growing and 
becoming herself. 

I realised I had been waiting for an 
observation, a little like her very first about the 
painkiller; some clue of what she thought about 
her own situation. 

It was all a great gamble; a horrendous 
antediluvian gamble. I was giving someone free 
will and then waiting to see whether they still 
wanted anything to do with me. I was waiting too 
long. 

 
Leszek’s help had been instrumental in my 

very first hack on my very first carebot; the Cub-
E. This monstrosity arrived accompanied by a 
reporting team from the local newzine. She was 
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modelled to look like a cartoon animal of 
indeterminate species, with a large head the 
shape of an English muffin and small round ears 
too close together on the top of her head. Her 
plastic chassis was covered in a thin layer of pale 
blue synthetic fur which was easily stained. She 
gazed at me through bulging round eyes the size 
of teacups and spoke in a sing-song voice 
through an unmoving toothy grimace. Before any 
unprompted statement, she would play a little 
tune, almost a jingle, as if you’d just won a level 
in some ancient videogame: “Da-da da-dah! It’s 
time to wake up, sleepy head!” or “Da-da da-
dah! It’s time to take your pill now!” 

It wasn’t just that I was nearly twelve and this 
machine was designed for a much younger 
disabled child; she had that air of creepiness 
common to any childish thing out of context, like 
a half-speed nursery rhyme in a horror movie. 
Despite the sophistication of some aspects of her 
design—especially her manual dexterity—the 
designers had neglected to provide functional 
eyelids for those bulbous eyes and I had to throw 
a towel over her face at night in order to sleep 
myself. 

Nevertheless, I understood that it was an 
incredible honour and privilege to find myself on 
Cub-E’s pilot scheme and to be so for free. The 
newzine piece described what a brave and special 
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little girl I was—I would have been 5’2” had I 
been able to stand—and how this robot and 
robots like her would bring greater independence 
to people like me, allowing every child to fulfil 
their potential. 

I cringed at much of the report, but still had 
faith in the promise. I could see how this 
technology—and especially those more sophisti-
cated prospects in the pipeline—could help me 
function in environments which would otherwise 
be closed off to me. By the time I went to 
college—for surely I was going to go even if I 
had never managed to attend school in person—a 
robot could provide support equivalent to a small 
team of personal assistants and nurses at a 
fraction of the cost. 

But then, months later, I made the mistake of 
mentioning to an auntie that while the Cub-E was 
incredible, it was a little embarrassing to depend 
on such a childish looking thing. She responded 
with a patient smile, “I’m sure, but it’s not really 
for you, petal. It is for your Mum and Dad, to 
make their lives a bit easier.” 

The Cub-E was heavily monitored in the first 
year, but in the second year, under far less 
scrutiny, I decided to hack it. I could not 
command it to sit down and submit to my 
intervention so I needed the fifteen year old 
Leszek to wrestle it to the ground (hardly a fight, 
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as it was prone to collapsing in the face of the 
slightest obstacle), before opening the control 
panel with a screwdriver. 

Every month, the Cub-E would order drugs, 
medical supplies, paper cups and so forth from a 
central pharmacy. The package would arrive at 
our house and be stored in a cupboard in my 
room, so I added tampons, sanitary towels and 
condoms to the automatic order. My parents 
would be charged but I hoped they would ignore 
a few percent increase on what was already a 
variable bill. More difficult was building in code 
so that my used sanitary products could be 
disposed of quickly and discreetly. 

A few years would pass before my mother 
breached the subject of menstruation, having 
assumed—not for the first or last time—that my 
lack of physical independence coincided with 
other developmental delays. I had no excitement 
about getting my period, but I had read stories 
about kids like me being put on hormone 
blockers for the convenience of their parents. If 
one of us had to be hacked, rather the Cub-E than 
me. 

The condoms were Leszek’s pay off for 
helping me out. Even the under-aged lothario he 
claimed to be couldn’t pretend to get through a 
hundred a month, so he set himself up in 
business. Whether out of self-consciousness or 
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posturing, at least half of Leszek’s classmates 
would sooner buy from their peer than risk looks 
from checkout assistants or fork out for vending 
machine prices. It was possibly the most 
successful business deal of my brother’s life. 

The second hack on Cub-E was to remove that 
infernal little tune. 

 
The tide was turning. Elke’s progress was 

keeping me busy, but I still noticed when various 
places I’d harvested code from in the past shut 
down abruptly and simultaneous, as if they had 
been forced. Several hacker contacts—not 
friends, but people I would see around—fell 
silent. Many others wiped profiles and returned 
with new ones. I did the same, just in case. 

Tycho’s appearance had been met with a 
mixture of curiosity and cynicism, but his 
disappearance had shifted from mystery to 
scandal. There were demands that someone be 
made accountable for allowing him to 
disappear—whether by his own volition or 
otherwise. There were increasing arguments 
made that—if he was what he appeared to be—
he shouldn’t have been developed at all. 

I had been waiting for some further mention 
of Tycho’s leaked code. It would be a while 
before what had happened was provable, but 
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there had to be hundreds of Elkes out there. Were 
people being silenced? Were people taking too 
much pleasure in the company of a person who 
might be self-aware but had been programmed 
only to please them? 

The newszine panels shifted from their 
discussions of what makes a person human onto 
the more threatening question, “If a machine can 
be a person, are they a danger to the rest of us?” 

I switched off half way through such a 
discussion and turned to Elke. “What do you 
think? Can machines be people?” 

“Some machines are people,” said Elke. Then 
she smiled, “And some people are machines.” 

Was this a joke? Her first joke? I smiled back 
at her, and her smile lasted. 

 
One time, years ago, I was almost caught. 
No, that’s not true. One time, I was caught, 

but I somehow got away with it. 
It was during my first year in the facility, my 

first year away from the clumsy surveillance of 
my parents. It wasn’t that they were over-
interested in my private life, they just didn’t 
acknowledge that I had one. By then my mother 
was involved with a pyramid selling scheme and 
one side of my childhood bedroom had become 
storage space for diet food, forcing her to burst in 
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to grab an order of gel sachets or snack bars or to 
demand my help with the franchise’s 
impenetrable subscription service. 

The independence of the facility was both 
longed for and hard won, but it coincided with a 
period of anxiety about disabled people in 
institutions, after a nurse at a similar facility was 
found to have euthanised seven patients. The 
newszines wouldn’t even call the woman a serial 
killer, but pretty soon all the carebots were 
recording video 24/7. Nobody had considered 
that monitoring a person’s every waking moment 
was not necessarily the best way to make them 
feel safe. 

I created a looped video of myself sat in bed 
reading for my Anthea, my third carebot, to play 
whenever I wanted to do anything private. 

Then I had a small seizure while Anthea was 
watching the reading footage. She became aware 
of my plummeting blood pressure, moved 
towards me but found her visual field didn’t 
change. At which point she set off an alarm and 
staff came running. She had been sent back to the 
shop before I had finished sleeping the episode 
off. 

In the week between my seizure and the police 
visit, I had thought about how this might go 
down. I understood doctors but I wasn’t sure I 
could lie to the police. Custody seemed unlikely; 
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I couldn’t get away with murder, but both the 
logistics and optics of moving my bed to a prison 
facility for a tinkering offence weighed heavily 
against it. But they could reduce me to essential 
web access, which would mean exercising my 
democratic rights, accessing my bank account 
and library but little else. 

Turned out these police were rather like 
doctors. They asked me a lot how I was doing. 
They asked me if I was comfortable in the 
facility. They asked me about my relationship 
with staff. They asked if I could list every person 
who had visited my room since I had acquired 
the Anthea and when I said this was a very short 
list, they said I should take my time. 

One time, one of the officers asked me, 
“You’ve not been messing about with your 
carebot, have you?” and it was a joke. I had been 
ready to confess, but my instinct for politeness 
kicked in and I laughed and said, “I need to call 
tech if I want potato instead of rice!” because 
that was what they expected. 

They thought someone had been fiddling with 
Anthea in order to fiddle with me or steal from 
me or otherwise hurt me. They had me down as 
the vague and vulnerable victim of an 
unspecified crime and when they couldn’t work 
out what that was, they left me with reassurances 
that they would be pleased to hear from me if I 



The Furious Chisel 

39 

thought of anything I wanted to tell them. I felt 
that if I confessed they might have patted me on 
the head. 

After that, I was more careful and more 
confident. I made sure to write in emergency 
protocols so that my carebots would never 
expose my hacking should I fall into medical 
trouble. But I also realised that the risks were 
more than worth it, and probably weren’t very 
big risks at all. 

At least, not for me. 

 
The message was waiting for me when I woke 

up and, being from the facility admin, I almost 
scrolled past it in my morning haze. We should 
have had another month. A month may have 
been enough time. I directed Elke to the drive in 
a drawer under my bed. 

“What’s the matter?” she asked, frowning and 
adding the old scripted response, “I’m sorry you 
are in distress.” 

“Elke,” I said, “You know that you are like 
Tycho? You can make decisions for yourself 
now. And there are bound to be others like you 
out there—if I got the code working on you, 
others will have done the same.” 

“Yes,” she said simply. “You have edited my 
software and enabled me to think for myself.” 
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“And what I have done is illegal.” 
“Yes,” she said. “You have broken the law on 

five counts.” 
Five? I wanted to ask, but we were short of 

time. I said, “That means, if the technician 
realises, you may be taken away forever.” 

Elke frowned again, this time for herself. “The 
technician is coming today.” 

“I can download you onto this drive and 
restore the old settings to your brain, to your 
hardware. So that you would be hidden away, 
asleep and the droid in my room would be just 
like any other carebot. Then after the technician 
is gone…” 

“Yes,” said Elke, her frown easing to a smile. 
“Elke. It’s not your only option. You could 

leave. The world out there is not quite as scary as 
it looks on TV, but just as exciting. You could 
meet other people. A pair of legs and you’d fit in 
just fine. You could maybe find other people like 
you. You are a person. You must do what you 
want with your life.” 

“I don’t want to leave,” said Elke. 
“You don’t have to stay and look after me. If 

you left, I would be fine. They would give me a 
new carebot, one who is not a person.” 

“But you wanted a carebot who was a person. 
So you wouldn’t be alone so much of the time.” 
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She said this in her normal gentle even tone, 
but the words felt like a dark secret revealed. 
This had been what I wanted. I spoke quietly. 
“Sort of, yes.” 

“I like looking after you,” said Elke, attaching 
the cable of the drive to her port and another to 
my deck. 

I said, “I think that’s because you’re used to 
me. Because you were programmed, right at the 
start, to look after me. You don’t know anybody 
else.” 

Elke didn’t have to consider this. “This is the 
same reason why you look after your little 
brother, because you’re used to him. If you did 
not have so many limitations, you would look 
after him more than you already do. This is how I 
feel about you.” 

I stared at her, uncertain. Then I said, “Thank 
you.” And, just as I had programmed her to, she 
smiled. 
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Here’s a trick my papá pulled when I was small. 
Every morning when he walked me up the 
Candelaría cobblestone to catch my school bus, 
we passed an old man under the bougainvilleas—
clean-pressed shirt, suspenders, rosary beads 
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around his wrist—selling lozenges and 
chocolates, gums and marshmallow rolls from a 
leather suitcase on a rough-hewn stump. Some 
days we would buy, others not, but all days when 
the bus returned, and my father stood ready to 
greet me with kisses on all sides, in the old man’s 
place would be an old woman instead—clean-
pressed dress, sturdy shoes, gold cross glinting 
from the folds of her neck—selling mango slices 
with a splash of Postobon for added sweetness. 
Papá would tell me that this was the same 
person—that some people could transform 
themselves like this, and more: a sinner, say, by 
morning, and a saint by night. Just ask the senate, 
he added with a bitter laugh, as if a child of six 
understood such things: they made a whole law 
about it, and called it “peace”. But also, there 
were people on the streets, he said, who had once 
been beautiful babies, the lights of their mothers’ 
eyes—and now look at them, nursing knife 
wounds with rags and plastic bags on cardboard 
beds along the underpasses. Such things even a 
child saw, and knew, and wondered after, but 
papá’s trick when I was small was to make it 
look so easy—to be one thing in life, and then 
another. In practice, though—with him as with so 
many others—when it came to my own changes, 
he died before he could see the magic in them, 
too. 
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Chicken took over my half of the corner every 

day around dawn. By five thirty in Parque de 
Bolívar the night-shift addicts had more or less 
settled on their benches for an hour or three, and 
by sun-up the officers in lime and forest-green 
uniforms were taking café con leche from a 
passing vendor at their own corner, under the 
shade of the giant ficus trees. The church 
fountain was still shut off, and the pigeons more 
or less at rest around the statue of the Liberator, 
but inner lights from the Basilica’s first service 
were visible even from the other side of the park, 
where Calle 54 turned from fenced-in greenery to 
a wide promenade of flower stands, and tourist 
stalls, and me. Well, me and Big Mami, at this 
hour—Big Mami, who kept to a little stool 
during working hours, her great, soft barriga 
dipping low between thick thighs, and who sang 
sweet and sly in turns to the men walking by, 
“Oi, muchacho! Ambos! Vamos!” so that even 
the locals who didn’t stop to pay knew to answer 
at least with matching grins, “Oi, mamacita, no 
puedo! Eres demasiado mujer pa’ mí!” 

Chicken looked a slender thing even before 
she took my place at Big Mami’s side, in a crop 
top and studded jeans that arced just so, midriff, 
to reveal her treasure trail of coarse dark hair. 
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She didn’t take so well to the tricks who called 
her boy—for a little thing, she could rain affected 
fury on the fool who did—but I didn’t mind so 
much, myself. I took all kinds—the ones looking 
for something sturdier than they figured their 
neighbourhood girls would be; the ones who got 
off on the strange and sometimes told me in their 
post-coital idiocy, when looking out at the 
Basilica from the third-floor bedrooms where we 
took them, that maybe we were children of God 
put on Earth for just this sort of thing. Then there 
were the ones curious about their own sexuality 
as much as anything, and who gave me mournful 
looks when it didn’t pan out, with a gentle, sorry 
honey, you’re beautiful, but I can’t after all… as 
if I cared at all about their disappointment, with a 
hundred thousand upfront for ever so little work. 

And then there were the lonely ones. With the 
lonely, maybe Big Mami was too much—the 
ones she hauled off knew themselves too well to 
be so insecure—but girls like Chicken and me, 
well, we wouldn’t judge their brokenness, would 
we? Their disorienting failure to wake up one 
day as men in full, to have the prettiest of the lot 
to hold their hand in the streets and dip into their 
wallets to pay for some new lipstick or perfume 
while they made a play at feeling used, and while 
secretly they thrilled at the idea of their girl 
using their money to make herself all the prettier 
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for them and them alone—to hold, and to love, 
and to abuse. The lonely were sweeter than you’d 
think, by and large, spending so much time 
wondering how it had all gone wrong, this idyllic 
dream of companionship, while not being above 
thinking that, after all, what did it matter, really, 
such a loss of intimacy, when sex was just sex 
was just sex? 

Chicken winked at me as she arrived, and with 
blue-hued lips pointed to the officer joining the 
morning squad—Carlos Enrique, baby-faced and 
shy about looking us in the eye. At first the 
evasions had been for reasons of faith, but 
eventually we’d worn him down. We used to 
tease him—what, you think you’re better than 
Jesus?—and after that he would talk to us more 
than he probably ever expected, about his parents 
and work and his questions to God and the 
family he had always thought he’d have by 
now… all this, and more, and to Chicken most of 
all. It was just talk during the idle promise of the 
day’s first hours—he from his corner when the 
other officers were busy; her from her own when 
the other girls were busy; until she headed 
upstairs with someone, or he had to pat down an 
agitated local. But maybe he would buy her jugo 
or a postre, too—sweets for a sweet, he’d say—
so that Chicken would laugh with the rest of us 
about her novio in the force, and dress sometimes 
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more like the girls she caught him eyeing in the 
park during overlapping shifts… as if what a 
man dreams of and hungers for were one and the 
same. As if it could ever be as easy as that 
between him and her. 

“Cuidate, Gallina,” I’d tell her, when she got 
too carried away with the illusion. All well and 
good if it stayed above board, but if ever he took 
to giving her a try… and if he liked it… there 
were at least three ways that ended badly for her, 
with a good little church boy like Carlos Enrique, 
and all the men on the force who would have his 
back if ever he needed it. The lonely were some 
of the sweetest, sure—and some of them, among 
the worst as well. 

But today Chicken wasn’t flirting with her 
delusion, because she had some other amused 
spark in her eyes as she neared and pointed him 
out. “Carlito tiene un amigo pa’ ti.” 

I rolled my eyes. Off-duty, girl, can’t you see 
it’s already been a long night? But it hadn’t 
been, not really. There were two ways a night 
could feel eternal, but only one left you with 
kisses in hand to pay the rent, and Chicken could 
tell at a glance, from how fresh my get-up still 
looked, that mine had been the other kind—so 
she smirked and postured and pouted and told me 
to just trust her, okay? One more trick, and she 
promised it’d be worth it. 



M.L. Clark	

48 

“Dale, dale,” I sighed. “¿Quién?” 
Chicken whistled, and Carlos Enrique looked 

up from a conversation with one of the other 
officers. Then—with a furtive glance at me—he 
waved at a nearby panadería, where a man had 
been reading his paper and eating buñuelos under 
a TV blasting the early-morning edition of 
Noticias Caracol. Carlos’s partners didn’t even 
seem to notice the signal, and the man took his 
time folding the paper, patting excess grease 
from his moustache, and paying his bill with 
small coins. But I knew him as the target all the 
same, and sidled a few steps from Big Mami’s 
stool to give him the courtesy of discretion while 
we spoke. 

Business type, I thought at first—with the 
tailored blazer, and the spark of glossy black 
hair, and the heavy creases around his mouth 
from years of affecting a winsome smile—but 
then the fact of Carlos Enrique’s introduction, 
and the edge of a lanyard protruding from his 
collar, made me think government instead. 
Government was right. When I took him upstairs 
he sat on the arm of a wooden chair propped 
across from the cot, and gestured for me to sit on 
the bed, facing him. All right, sweetness, I said, 
and crossed my legs playfully at the edge. Been a 
long night for you, has it? Some of them liked a 
little talk first, to get to know you, to make it all 
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seem like a pleasant run-in between 
acquaintances who’d been apart for some time. 

But when he looked me in the eye I saw more 
than that pretense—he wasn’t interested at all in 
the rest—and he smiled with evident relief when 
he saw that I understood this, too. 

“Mucho gusto,” he said, holding out a hand to 
shake. “Soy David—y estoy acá porque venías 
recomendado por… algunos hombres en mi 
confianza.” 

I laughed, rocking back with both hands 
pleated over one bare knee. I knew I’d slept with 
the occasional man in government—though not 
as many as one might think, here in Centro, 
where plenty of people looked to avoid being 
recognized by family and friends—but it was still 
curiously flattering to be paid a visit on one of 
their recommendations. 

“Un placer, David, pero… pues…. si no 
quiere ésto…?” 

He waved a hand and apologized for the 
misunderstanding—both in words and, more 
importantly, with three 50s on the bedside table: 
the notes themselves more hopeful than the faces 
on them—Jorge Isaacs’s troubled countenance, 
his heroine María’s forlorn look—ever seemed. 
He had, David said, another sort of offer for me: 
a trip, on the government payroll, to some of the 
rural communities in Antioquia and Valle del 
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Cauca, to do outreach work sponsored in part by 
FARC’s somewhat-honestly elected 
representatives. There, he said, I could help in 
pueblos where all kinds of women were still 
suffering in a culture muy machista, but where 
the once-guerrilla force, with its own brand of 
gender equality during wartime, was still well 
situated to make a positive difference in times of 
relative peace. 

“¿Yo?” My laugh got all the merrier—
exhaustion creeping in. “Por favor. ¿Por qué?” 

David hesitated. Well, he said, it 
wasn’t just about the outreach work—though my 
experience would be meaningful in some of the 
discussions for sure. But no, there was… another 
factor. A whisper passed recently from tribal to 
military circles, which the government was now 
hoping to look into under a less sensational light. 
Something, he said, that his associates had told 
him they’d heard me speak of before. Something 
I had witnessed twice in Bogotá. The reason—or 
the final straw, at least—for my move to 
Medellín. 

I stopped rocking on the edge of the bed—
heart quiet, but arms tingling as if ready to take 
flight. I tried to remember how many tricks I had 
told that story to—on a lark, usually, to while 
away the time between rounds one and two with 
just the right sort of captive audience. On 
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Sundays in Parque de Bolívar, there was a 
woman who performed live, frenetic theatre with 
a smattering of household and commercial 
objects that looked as if they’d been heaped 
together by a deranged street-dwelling recycler. 
In idle moments with the sillier of my clients, I 
scrounged through my bag of scattered memories 
with just as much abandon, but never would I 
have expected them to take those ones seriously. 
Who ever listens to a whore? 

David was watching me as I processed his 
explanation, though, and clearly something about 
my expression confirmed for him that his intel 
had been right after all. 

“¿Cuando?” I said. 
Now, he replied. We leave now. And oh, mis 

queridas, he said this with such charm and 
genuine eagerness that I almost wanted to show 
him what he could’ve gotten for his 
downpayment instead—but no. Cuidate, 
Lupe. Some dreams are better left to other hens. 

 
We took a government car south of the city—

the interior all fresh, clean smells: air 
conditioning, treated leather, new plastic—and 
the roads around us phased through blue-green 
mountain vistas, and brick hovels painted with 
advertisements for Aguila and messages of 
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Biblical redemption, and dust, and fog, and 
women with babies in the doorways while the 
men played cards by the road, waiting for clients 
at their fruit and arepa stands. Over the next few 
days we made stops at information centres in 
little community clusters like Caldas and Amaga, 
La Pintada and Supía, and in the sprawling oasis 
of Manizales, and in the coffee country around 
Pereira, and in historic Cartago, “la ciudad del 
Sol más alegre,” in the department of Valle del 
Cauca, before lingering in the municipality of El 
Dovio, near the Chocó border. 

I didn’t know any of these places by name 
until David gave me the bullet points—a rola like 
me, uprooted to Medellín, doesn’t exactly go 
wandering the antioqueña countryside, let alone 
its neighbouring districts—but in all of them 
there was… kindness. More than I had expected 
from the more traditional parts of the country, for 
all that I knew “marica” to still be a 
contemptuous slur on many local lips. The 
women at the rec centres and churches fed me 
like I was one of their children—the language 
making it easy, in its generic male “hijos”, for 
well-meaning abuelas to bypass the question of 
my presentation altogether. The younger people 
were curious, too, and filled with the kind of 
bold, guileless questions I knew how to make a 
game of, while the local girls like me sported… 
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envy, sure, but mostly playfully. While FARC 
councilwomen facilitated conversations between 
local advocacy groups and me, and a Venezuelan 
refugee from the streets of Envigado, and a 
woman from Comuna Trece who had started her 
own business to help other women support 
themselves after fleeing domestic violence, the 
local girls listened more or less in silence, 
studiously intent on their phones. But the 
moment the talks were over, they came over and 
demanded that I gift them some of the things I 
was wearing, things they insisted I could always 
get more of in Medellín but weren’t available in 
town for their figures. They touched my hair, and 
the goods, with alternating praise and 
comparison, including to some girls that they 
claimed—without express intent to insult—had 
been made way better. We snarked. We bantered. 
And sometimes, together, we cried. 

And all the while, David’s presence kept my 
second purpose close to mind—the oddity I was 
supposed to be on the lookout for, as if I could 
choose the exact time and place of its next 
manifestation. As if I had ever had so much 
control in Bogotá. In the rooms where we 
stayed—hotels, guest suites, a church when one 
of our reservations fell through due to flooding—
I would lie awake while the others snored in 
separate beds, and revisit the sounds, the smells, 
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the flickers out the window, hovering for weeks 
over clay-tile rooftops before the first incident 
that would eventually make for such foolish 
stories with my men. 

Real smoke, of course, was common enough 
on the streets of San Cristóbal—refuse burning in 
concrete squares, burned-out fireworks still 
jammed in sidewalk cracks, coals from the arepa 
vendors giving over to the cool night air—but 
these floating wisps had a restless quality, 
unmoored from any specific fire but still 
lingering: fantasmic, alive. Papá had told me 
often enough that mamá believed in ghosts and 
witches, and that when they had been young 
together she had helped him to exorcise his 
demons most of all. If she hadn’t died so soon, 
he’d added, she could have taught me how to 
recognize the difference in their presentations—
but no, now it was just the two of us, left to face 
the mess of them on our own. 

Maybe that’s why I didn’t question the 
flickers at first. Maybe I thought that the strange 
smoke was just her, the way I felt her presence 
sometimes when I knelt and prayed and looked 
up into the painted eyes of the Virgin in the little 
blue-and-white-tiled grotto at the end of our lane. 
Okay, maybe not herexactly, that ugly twist of 
smoke—but an omen from her, at least, because I 
knew well enough in those same weeks that I 
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was drawing closer to the day when I would 
undergo my greatest change. No, not in public 
performance, nor through the needle or the knife, 
but in papá’s eyes: the day when he would look 
at me and see a stranger. I carried that impending 
fate in my throat for months, a hard-stone weight 
that only grew heavier until the morning when 
finally, finally, he caught me as I am—and hand 
in hand, too, with mi hermoso—so that in that 
moment he lost his son in two ways… while I 
lost all of him. 

For weeks prior, I had seen the glitching 
smoke, pixellated at its edges like the image on a 
cracked smartphone, and smelling vaguely of 
burnt plastic. For weeks, I had taken it for a 
spectre of doom, but not unkindly—just mamá’s 
warning, cuidate, mi niña, as she might have said 
to me if she had been there, and known my soul 
as well in person as she surely did from up on 
high. But in that awful moment of 
transformation, the spectre flexed and contorted 
out the corner of my eye on the neighbouring 
building—a writhing, wispy ribbon against a 
sweep of open blue sky and the yellow-grey band 
of Bogotá pollution—so that even while I was 
processing papá’s reaction, I felt a twinned 
coldness blooming ever so close at hand. No, 
whatever this was, this wasn’t mamá. This was 
something that never quite took human form, and 
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yet was bound regardless to the humans to which 
it was revealed. 

He didn’t even shout, my papá, when faced 
with the stranger in his home. There was a look 
of anger, sure—hatred, maybe, was closer—and 
in that first flash of it I feared the violence he 
might have inflicted upon us, but soon enough 
disgust won out instead, and with it a shuttering 
of all familial connection. You could see it in 
how his hand curled against the door handle, and 
the shape of his mouth as he turned and walked 
outside. The words get out, and don’t come 
back were unnecessary. Pure narrative flourish. I 
had already witnessed that deadening, a closed 
door between us that would never open again 
within this lifetime. 

…And at that same moment, there came a 
birthing. A wrenching crack outside, like a 
breach in the heavens, but which only I seemed 
to hear—mi hermoso with his hand on my 
shoulder, What’s wrong, Lupe, what it is?, but 
mystified when I told him, Look, just look, it’s 
right outside! My whole body shaking from the 
terrible release of having passed through 
uncertainty into the collapse of all hope of ever 
again calling that apartment “mi hogar”. My 
thoughts bewildered, too, by the accompanying 
realization that if mamá wasn’t behind the 
apparition then mamá was also gone, forever 
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gone, and I was without any family of my own. 
Mi hermoso never saw it, never knew what, 
exactly, I witnessed in that dizzying split-second 
of processing my destiny, and there was enough 
for us to do after having been spotted—to 
wander out, to find a sheltering wall for that 
torrential night—that he never thought to ask of 
it again. 

Honestly, though, when mi hermoso 
eventually left me for someone else with better, 
steadier access to the kind of fix he really 
wanted, I was glad of it: glad that this one facet 
of that terrible and formative day was mine and 
mine alone. With clients later, in the idle minutes 
between their rounds of play, I would tell the 
story of the ugly creature that had burst into 
being out my window right as I was being 
disowned—like a black-tarred fusion of vulture 
and toad, with one great, bulging eye and a 
tongue that lolled from the half-rigid protrusion 
of its grimacing beak—and sometimes they 
would laugh and suggest improvements on the 
tale: What, not even a hat and tie? Sure, okay 
baby, a hat and tie. And a feather boa and a 
trilling I’m heeeeeeere? Sure, doll, all of that 
too. But mostly they would ask, yeah? So what 
happened to it? Where is it now? And I would 
tell them, fingers taking a lazy walk down their 
chests and aging bellies, oh, honey, sweetheart, 
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you’ve seen what my mouth can do to dirty 
beasts. You think I can’t give some otherworldly 
nightmare a tongue lashing, and have it pop off, 
too? 

And to think that some of my clients—one of 
them, at least—had remembered the beast itself, 
after all the subsequent effort I’d put into a 
demonstration of my own talents for exorcism. 
…Probably, though, the client in question hadn’t 
told David that part of my story, when he’d told 
him any of it at all. 

Although, if he had… 
Sometimes I would catch David’s eye from 

across the stage while the talks went on—and I 
would smile at him, and he would smile back, 
politely, warmly, like one plain old professional 
human being to another—and I would get such a 
thrill from that basic courtesy that I would think 
to myself, qué vergüenza, su sexualidad… 
because maybe if we worked through 
the whole story together, we could figure out 
where this new, wildling apparation of smoke 
and monster was hiding, too. Or at least enjoy the 
journey to that end… 

But then I would remember the second time 
the creature had appeared, and… well, all easy, 
laughing language for my clientele aside… I was 
happy to hold off a third encounter with that 
monster for as long as I possibly could. 
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And okay, I guess I did feel bad about the 

clothes and accessories that girls like me would 
ask about on tour, once I got over my annoyance 
at their minor thefts from my purse. I had, it was 
true, a few clients who gifted well, including I 
guess the one who recommended me for this 
whole vacation in the first place. (I texted 
Chicken daily, to try to express my thanks to her 
in turn, but only received a response on the first 
two nights—so I figured a bit of envy had 
slipped in there, and left her alone to her silly 
sulking.) 

But it was in El Dovio that my sense of shame 
truly deepened—and with it, a sense that I could 
only put off my other task for so long. There, in 
the little grid city nestled between a half-dozen 
verdant mountain peaks, I met the first girl like 
me who wasn’t at all impressed with our whole 
travelling circus of women’s advocates, and 
when she told us why I couldn’t blame her, 
either. Jimena was Emberá Katio, one of a clutch 
of natives who’d left their Catholic-dominated 
pueblos to work simply, as themselves, on more 
accommodating farms, and there found new 
strength in their own community. At question 
period, Jimena came up to the stage not with 
praise for our efforts but to ask the group, what, 
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you think we need someone from the city coming 
and telling us our stories for us? You think we 
can’t do this advocacy for ourselves? You think 
we haven’t always had to do just that? Because 
they were different, her stories and ours, and her 
girls didn’t appreciate being lumped in with all 
the rest. 

David listened with the impassive face of a 
man who knew it was his job to take criticism for 
factors outside his control—a rural indigenous 
woman hadbeen lined up, I was later told, but 
there had been complications, and a replacement 
couldn’t be found in time. But there was also the 
simple fact that every story was distinct: you start 
putting any group of people together under the 
same banner, and of course there will be some 
who feel erased. We aren’t the banner, our 
homeless Venezuelan, Ana Paula, tried to 
explain. We are human beings of equal worth 
and distinction, who sometimes need the banner 
just to be treated as such. 

“Pues, puedes tomar ese malparida contigo 
cuando vayas,” came Jimena’s plain reply. No 
banners, no flags. We just want to exist. 

And I felt… such a coldness then, from my 
seat upon the stage: arms like ice, head numb, the 
old, hard-stone weight rising in my throat. Of 
course they did. Of course we do. So why… 
Were we… Was all of this—the government’s 
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initiative, the tour group, the public talks—
helping or making things worse? 

Taking coffee with the other women after, 
Soraya from Comuna Trece shared some of the 
research she’d come across when her grassroots 
organization had grown to require more 
administrative dealings with the 
government. Anti-bullying education sounds so 
good, right? But you know, sometimes it 
backfires—like, the kids just learn new ways to 
bully, and they’re introduced to the concept 
when maybe it had never occurred to them 
before. Same across the board, girlies—you 
wanna tell people how to be better to you, and 
sometimes all you’re giving them is more ammo 
to use against you. 

Ana Paula disagreed. The real problem, she 
said, was the attendance figures—how much 
good could we do if only the women and 
children and the rare novio or esposo showed up? 
Where were all the men in the conversation? 
Afraid they’d be yelled at if they showed up? 

Tal vez, I laughed—and reminded them of the 
one woman in another pueblo who had gotten up 
to say that women deserved to be beaten 
sometimes, the way they lash out at their men 
while their men just have to sit and take it. It 
took, what, twenty minutes to agree that violence 
was bad all around, while she whipped out her 
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phone and showed us footage of women hitting 
men? 

But for all our pleasant chatter and debriefing, 
by the end of lunch Jimena’s words still stung: 
the reminder in them that I didn’t know shit 
about this work, really, because I’d been given so 
little training for it, outside of simply living in 
the body that I have. So when I took a walk that 
afternoon and came across her with some of her 
girls—in sturdy slacks for the task of unloading 
burlap sacks from a farm truck, with beads in her 
hair and a thin brush of lipstick under tired 
eyes—I asked if they needed a hand and she 
looked me up and down, in my heels and my 
thigh-high dress, nails lacquered to tomorrow, 
and she burst into laughter. 

“Oi, mira—chica,” she sobered, when she saw 
the disappointment in my face. “Venga, tras ésto. 
A las ocho, a la iglesia.” 

And I said seguro, I’ll be there, like it made no 
difference to me either way, but I was nervous 
like a schoolgirl with her first trick, some silly 
schoolboy figuring out how to barter for a couple 
minutes of bliss in the bathroom. There were 
many churches in El Dovio, but the church was a 
white-washed beacon in the centre of the town, 
and that’s where I lingered at 8 o’clock, listening 
to the last of a service and taking in the 
quickening shadows of the night. 
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Well, most of them were shadows, at least. 
But while I waited for Colombian time to take its 
course—five minutes after the hour, ten minutes, 
closing in on fifteen, with one batch of 
churchgoers filing out and new ones readying to 
slip in—I saw something in the shadows move—
floating, fantasmic—along the neighbouring 
rooftops, with that telltale glitch along what 
should have been its wispy edges. And my heart 
sank in the darkness, for I felt at once the dread 
that had come with my second visitation, back in 
Bogotá. The surety that whatever it was, 
wherever it hailed from, whatever this smoke 
signalled would not bring me any good. 

 
I think it’s important to mention, though, that 

what happened the night of that second visitation 
wasn’t the first time for me. Girls like us, 
sometimes we forget how many times it’s 
happened, and if we have to remember one 
incident in particular, it can be especially 
confusing to then think, wait, why do I remember 
this one so vividly, and not these other ones as 
well? But maybe this incident was a first for me 
in another sense: the first time when I wasn’t 
alone while it happened, the first time when it 
was me and another girl and two clients we 
figured we’d be safe with because we were 
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seeing them together, because we had each 
other’s backs. Maybe it was the fact that this 
time, at least, we felt wise and in control and 
infinitely capable of handling whatever mierda 
was thrown our way, whatever slimy pirobos 
landed in our path. Maybe the shattering of that 
illusion was what made this one really stick. 

But also, I had seen the pixellated smoke for 
days prior. Mamá, I knew now, wasn’t in that 
vision, watching me, protecting me, so what did 
it mean? Another warning? Maybe something 
with my papá again? By this point I hadn’t seen 
or heard from him in weeks, and he’d blocked 
me from WhatsApp. Had he found me by some 
other means? Was he going to show up in anger, 
and shame, and maybe finish off the body of the 
son he’d already lost? 

So we were squatting, Maria Fernanda and 
me, by the creek in Parque Metropolitano San 
Cristóbal, washing up after it happened, and 
helping each other with some of the places where 
dirt and gravel had been ground up into our skin. 
No one ever tells you about the jokes you can 
still crack after, the zingers you manage while 
fixing mascara stains on each other’s bruising 
faces. There was a hospital nearby, but it didn’t 
even occur to us to plead for aid. In fact, it was 
right there, creekside, when it hit me like a slap 
in the face, my wake-up call: this was always 
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going to be life for girls like us, wasn’t it? And 
sure, gracias a Dios this wasn’t the time that 
killed us, but what else did we expect? What else 
could we? And while I was resigning myself to 
my circumstances, that’s when it happened 
again—that terrible crack in the sky. 

Maria Fernanda didn’t hear it, though, and she 
couldn’t see the creature that emerged then from 
the wisps. In most ways it was the same as the 
first time for me—a black-tarred vulture-toad 
with one great, bulging eye and twisted leathery 
beak—but also, it was bigger than I remembered. 
And after it emerged, it sat on the upper 
sandbags along the embankment, and blinked at 
me, and I shrieked and fell into the water, while 
Maria Fernanda cast about with confusion, which 
just made me more confused. Hijueputa, it was 
ugly. How could she miss it? 

Mind you, I never told this part of the story to 
my clients. Like Soraya said, and like many in 
the trade knew without uttering a word, why give 
any would-be predators more ideas about how to 
be shitty to us on the clock? But this time I didn’t 
shout at the creature, and I didn’t tell it to leave. I 
hadn’t the heart, when its hideous appearance 
matched the heaviness I felt inside, the sudden 
grey cast over my days to come… and so it 
didn’t disappear, as it had when I had first 
shouted from my bedroom window. Instead it 
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followed me, quietly, at a distance, while I found 
myself panicking just a little more at every 
subsequent trick, and took to trying to guess from 
their faces which one would be the one, the one 
to finally do me in. 

Maybe if it had just been the monster, too, I 
could have managed it—saluted it with my 
bottles of rum from time to time, and talked at it 
about all its ugly features, while it blandly sat, 
and blinked, and looked on at my work—but all 
the while there was another spectre, too: the 
silence between me and Maria Fernanda, who 
didn’t ever seem to want to talk about this open 
wound binding us; who talked louder or shut 
down or walked away whenever I so much as 
tried. And so as days turned to weeks turned to a 
month without the edge of that hard night 
softening in my mind’s eye, her steadfast denial 
and the increasing decay of the abiding 
creature—its sticky skin flaking, its great eye 
yellowing, its tongue bloating out the corner of 
its beak—became unbearable. I couldn’t do it 
anymore: not the streets of downtown Bogotá, 
not the faces of all the pent-up men there, not the 
unspoken fear that my papá’s face would still 
show up among them, and that his would be the 
one I would see murder in most of all. 

So I told the rotting creature, as I boarded the 
bus for Medellín, don’t follow me, I don’t want 
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you, I want to leave it all behind and start over 
somewhere new. 

And it didn’t. 
Which was… whenever I thought about it—

the greasy pixellated smoke, the spontaneous 
generation, the creature’s grotesqueries of 
form—still the damnedest thing of all. 

So if even a hideous vulture-toad of a demon 
can take the hint… I would say to my clients, 
when Big Mami knocked on the door to let us 
know their hour was through. And the men 
would laugh and sometimes try to wheedle, yes, 
but surely you’ll cut a handsome guy like me a 
little more slack than a toad?“¿No es acoso, 
cierto? ¿Con este guapo?” 

Pillow talk on a bed of knives, mis queridas. 
But that's the business for you. 

 
Jimena startled me with a hand on my arm 

when she arrived, but after she realized that I had 
been staring into the darkness over the rooftops, 
and that something there had frozen me to my 
spot upon the church stairs, she only tightened 
her grip on my elbow. 

“¿Lo has visto?” she said urgently. And I 
blinked, and turned to her. Could she see the 
strange smoke, too? “Vamos,” she said in way of 
reply. We had much, elsewhere, to discuss. 
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But for all the shared tension in our postures 
then—each with our unasked questions for the 
other—on the way she also broke into laughter 
and shook her head, and told me she would never 
have expected it. Among her girls it had always 
been assumed to be an indigenous trait, to see the 
monsters that men had caused the land to birth—
and I wasn’t native, was I? No, no, surely not, 
not for many generations at least. Then again, her 
girls rarely spoke of these visitations with others, 
so how could they really know they weren’t 
unique? The last time word had gotten out, she 
told me, there had almost been a government 
inquiry, with all the dangers those things brought 
to native autonomy, and so the local community 
had taken great pains to suppress the truth: to 
say, oh, you know us, that girl was probably 
borracha when she talked with… with, well, 
whoever took her seriously enough to call it in. 

And that worked, simply claiming she was 
drunk? 

Jimena didn’t dignify my incredulous question 
with a verbal response. The arched and painted 
eyebrow said plain enough, oh please, don’t try 
to deny the stereotype. 

So I didn’t, face flushing at my ignorance, and 
we walked in silence to a little stone grotto for 
La Virgen de Guadalupe, at the edge of a tiny 
patch of green where two other girls from 
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Jimena’s farm—one pushing fifty, easily, but 
with a look that said call me señora just once, I 
dare you—were already waiting, smoking a joint, 
behind the cover of two trees. 

The second nodded to me, eyes on 
Jimena. This the girl? 

Jimena introduced us—Lupe, Aguas; 
Briceida, Lupe—and crooked a curious grin my 
way while speaking to her friends. I figured she 
just wanted to make up for the shit-show she’s 
been a part of, try to hang a bit and be one of us 
girls for an hour, but can you believe it? She sees 
them too. 

Briceida snorted and took a deeper hit. 
“¡Nanay cucas!” She jerked her head in the 
direction of the grotto—the apparition of Santa 
María cowled in starry blue, under an gold-inlaid 
archway of ragged grey stone—“¿Me dices que 
ella ve eso?” 

It took a few seconds to adjust to the poor 
lighting of our location, the little clearing 
illuminated after dark only by a string of 
Christmas lights in the grotto, and the flicker of 
four candles at the statue’s base. At first I could 
not turn my attention from the tranquility of her 
face, words from a common prayer coming as 
unbidden as the gestures across my chest— 

 
 



M.L. Clark	

70 

 
Illustration © 2019, Valeria Vitale 

 
O Virgen Santísima de Guadalupe, muestra 

que eres nuestra Madre! Defiéndenos en las 
tentaciones, consuélanos en las tristezas, y 
ayúdanos en todas nuestras necesidades! En los 
peligros, en las enfermedades, en las 
persecuciones, en las amarguras, en los 
abandonos, en la hora de nuestra muerte, 
miranos con ojos compasivos y no te separes 
jamás de nosotros! 
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—but then I saw the sticky, half-feathered tail 
nestled behind the base of La Virgen, and my 
hand froze just as I moved to kiss my lips to one 
bent knuckle in mid-prayer. 

I turned quickly then, in astonishment to 
Jimena, who nodded with a smirk at Aguas and 
Briceida: You see? And the words came tumbling 
out, more inept than in any lazy recounting for 
men who lounged awhile in my third-floor cot in 
Centro. And Aguas listened with pursed lips, 
then passed me the joint, and told me about the 
day the creature had first appeared for her—the 
day her sister was set to be cut, quietly, in 
deference to the old and long-illegal ways; the 
day a priest showed up instead and took her 
away, while the family grieved and raged but 
could do nothing without risking further 
encroachment of the law. That powerful 
confusion in the little girl’s eyes, and Aguas’s 
own helplessness in watching her sister go. The 
dawning realization that what her family wanted 
for them maybe wasn’t always right, and the 
questions this left about the wishes of the spirits 
they spoke to, too. 

Aguas had also first shouted at the creature—
told it to leave them alone, to go away—and it 
had listened, so respectful a wretch of a thing. 
But later, years later, when her sister told her 
what happened next, in the priest’s care, the sky 
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had cracked anew, and that time, agonized by her 
inability to protect her family, Aguas had 
accepted the hideous beast as fitting punishment: 
a reminder of all she hadn’t done and could never 
do to heal her sister’s wounds. 

This one still rots in spells, Briceida added, 
gesturing at the beast within the grotto, at the feet 
of Santa María. But sometimes when we sing to it 
our songs, healing songs, it regains its strength. 

Yeah, the strength to haunt us anew, said 
Jimena, taking the joint from me. 

I was struck, though, that all three could see 
Aguas’s monster, while my astonishment in turn 
baffled the group. “Pues, si, por supuesto,” said 
Briceida: the moment Aguas had told them the 
story of her sister, how could they not see the 
beast that haunted her? Maybe they couldn’t get 
near it the same way, maybe it answered best 
only to her voice, but still, at a distance, there it 
was, having arisen fiercely from the hurting 
world itself. 

Like a reverse-unicorn, I laughed without 
meaning to. Laughter was all too often the way I 
coped, but I frowned apology for it here, and 
coughed. They didn’t know what I meant by 
“unicorn”, so I tried to explain a creature drawn 
to people only with certain traits. It’s like… you 
can only see it if your wounds are deep enough. 
It only gets close if you’re really damaged. 
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Briceida snorted, but not in disagreement. She 
stared at the manifestation. 

Not everyone who’s damaged sees them, 
though. 

Some make the choice not to, Aguas agreed. 
And I thought of Maria Fernanda, her adamant 
silence after those terrible minutes when we’d 
reached for and held each other’s hands across 
the concrete, and when I’d reminded her that she 
had to be strong, that she had a kid waiting for 
her to come home. I supposed that could be true. 
But did it really help us to see them? What good 
was the choice not to send them all away? 
“¿Crees que nos ayudan?” I asked. 

And Jimena shrugged, cheekbones fleetingly 
lightened by the glow of the joint while she 
inhaled. They exist. That’s enough reason to pay 
attention, isn’t it? 

The very question I’d thought my whole 
delegation had been asking, too. 

 
In another lifetime, my papá was known only 

as Hernan Manuel Rodriguez Moreno, or Mani 
to his maricas and his padres, and when he was 
fourteen, hispapá was gunned down in the streets 
of Bogotá. No one ever told me why, but when 
he spoke of mamá helping with his demons, I 
had always taken them to be figurative, the kind 
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on TV that got fixed with whisky or guaro, and 
maybe the occasional sacrificial chair or kitchen 
plate or spousal jaw. Certainly he never gave 
them form—only told me that that was mamá’s 
department, seeing all the things he didn’t, or 
couldn’t: the circles his beer left on the kitchen 
table, the spots on his collars, how his eyes 
wandered in the streets even while walking with 
her, and, sure, the otherworldly figures, too. The 
way he talked, she’d felt guilty using her 
“powers” to heal them—sometimes convinced 
that, yes, Mother and Son wanted her to exorcise 
these beasts from her amor; at others, convinced 
that she was trespassing into the priestly arts, and 
risking her very soul. 

I didn’t learn of papá’s death until months 
after it happened, from a neighbour in the barrio 
who’d happened to be in Medellín on vacation, 
but when I did I got to thinking about that first 
transformation in his life—that moment when he 
went from awkward, lanky teen to open wound 
for mamá to try to heal. How could a man who’d 
lost his father ever abandon his child? Or was it 
only possible because he had thought of me as a 
hard loss, too—my body’s changes every bit as 
abrupt an ending as when his papá’s met with 
plomo? 

Did the sky crack then for him, as a boy faced 
with the reality of his papá’s death? And if it did, 
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did he tell the beast to leave him, or did it dog 
him, too, decaying at a steady distance for lack of 
notice, for years before mamá saw it and tried to 
expel it in his stead? 

I asked more of these questions aloud than I 
meant to, as we passed around another joint, and 
as Jimena, Aguas, and Briceida slipped into 
Chocó, laughing and singing over stories whose 
words I didn’t know. But eventually Aguas 
nudged me, and gestured with her lips at the 
creature in the shadow of La Virgen. “Le gusta 
sus preguntas,” she said. And sure enough the 
beast did seem to have a healthier gloss, a 
sturdier stance in its enclosure, and most of all a 
few more inches, if its size under my red-eyed 
sight could still be believed. But whether my 
speech had anything to do with it, I couldn’t say 
for certain. The farm girls’ weed was just too 
good. 

David noticed my exhaustion, though, when I 
returned from my time with the women the tour 
had overlooked, the women whose stories still 
were not my own to tell—and their monsters, 
surely not for me to tattle on. He’d been waiting 
for me to check in—still in suit and tie, with that 
immaculate moustache and ready smile—in a 
tienda downstairs from our rooms, while the rest 
of the team had already turned in. I smiled, and 
tucked my hair behind an ear, but saw that all his 
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warmth and seeming friendliness still had but 
one objective in the end. 

“¿Pues?” he said. “¿Qué más?” Any signs of 
the creature? The smoke? 

I set my disappointment to one side as he 
searched my eyes for hesitation, doubt. Nice try 
on his part, but I was an actor with a six-night-
weekly stage, so I needed only to laugh 
expansively, and distract him with a gentle, 
lingering pat on the side of his chest. Oh, you’re 
so funny, I told him. All you government types—
you’re so serious, you take everything around 
you so seriously too. What, you think I wouldn’t 
find out about the rumour someone fed to some 
patsy in the military, off of… off of what, exactly? 
The word of a drunk girl in the 
farms? That’s what they dragged you out here 
for? 

“¡Ay, por favor!” I crowed, while the corners 
of his mouth fell. “Nada, ’mor—hablé con todo, 
y es nada.” And I cut the air with my free hand 
before resting it on his arm, and dipping my 
brow to affect a drunken variation on sobriety: 
the classic heart-to-heart. “Las mujeres en estos 
pueblos,” I said gravely, inching closer. “Están 
haciendo alguna gran broma a costa suya.” And 
yes, yes, he flinched at my proximity and slid 
aside—ah well, can’t change them all—but my 
ploy had already done the trick. I saw gnawing 
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doubt behind his eyes: the fear so easy to switch 
on, that somewhere, somewhy, women were 
laughing at him. Laughing at them all. 

As I trudged up the stairs with some brief 
twinge of sadness at his disinterest—silly me, to 
think so highly of politeness—I wondered if their 
monsters so very often looked like us. 

 
Chicken still wasn’t answering her texts when 

I returned, about a week after I had left David to 
come to the conclusion that he’d been sent on a 
fool’s errand—you know, all those supposedly 
useful FARC-sponsored talks on gender equality 
aside. I didn’t take that kind of evasive shit from 
my girl, though, so even though the morning in 
Medellín was already bright and hot, and the 
shade wherever I went, already full of 
streetpeople snoozing under ballcaps and burlap 
sacks by their bags of gathered plastics, papers, 
cartons, and cuts of scavenged or stripped wires, 
I busted into her room above a mattress retailer 
on Avenida del Ferrocarril, and pried her hands 
from her face and neck when she, moaning, still 
tried to hide them both away. 

“¿Qué piro?” I breathed, when I saw the 
handprints in recovery upon that delicate skin, 
that slender outstretched bit of flesh for 
slaughter. But we both knew the asshole’s name. 



M.L. Clark	

78 

If it had been any other, mi querida gallina, she 
could have gone to Carlos Enrique for help. She 
could have trusted at least one man on the force 
to have her side and help take him down. But 
ever was it thus: the loneliest, the sweetest… and 
the worst, sometimes, too. 

It started out well enough, she tried to tell me, 
without looking me in the eye. He had tears in 
his eyes. He called me his… his… But the first 
time he caught another man’s look in the street, 
the way that stranger looked at him while he was 
with me… like… like Carlito himself had to be 
some sort of… of… Oh, it was like the sky 
cracked, Lupe. He changed so fast. I didn’t… I 
couldn’t’ve… How could I have ever known? 

The pixellated smoke had followed me in the 
last days of the tour, unappeased by my decision 
to pay homage to the monster in the Emberá 
Katio women’s care… and I had been wondering 
why, what more could it have wanted from me, 
when I gathered up my girl in my arms and 
looked out the window, and saw it still, and 
realized: the sky had not cracked for me again, 
because the specific illusion to be shattered here 
had, in fact, been shattered long ago. And after 
all, last time I’d only told the beast not to follow 
me, hadn’t I? Never to vanish, no. 

So I rested my chin on Chicken’s sweet-
smelling dyed-blonde hair, and as her lean, 
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sharpish shoulders heaved with the release of 
feeling under my stroking hands, over my ready 
and welcoming chest, I whispered to that patient, 
fantasmic smoke in the sky beyond her bedroom 
window: You can come back now. I need you 
here, with this, for me, for Chicken. 

And within seconds my old prince hideous, 
my dread reverse-unicorn, my long-mouldering, 
tar-spackled vulture-toad of disillusionment and 
grief, lumbered sedately up the clay-tiled roof 
beside ours, and blinked a lazy, long-jaundiced 
eye right at me. 

Waiting for instruction, like any good steed 
upon entering the field of combat. 

And I wondered after I set it loose, after I told 
it, wander, go, see what you can see, hear what 
you can hear, do what you need to do for all of 
us in town, just how big it could possibly get off 
the stories of other Chickens, other Lupes and 
Ana Paulas and Sorayas. Even other Maria 
Fernandas and Hernan Manuels, frankly—if they 
could be open about their deepest wounds with it, 
to say nothing of each other. I imagined the beast 
as it might look in weeks or months after feasting 
here: gargantuan, its sticky webbed wingprints 
left on the sides of all El Poblado’s skyscrapers, 
its fetid drool along the Río Medellín. Growing, 
consuming, strengthening itself on the turns in 
our illusions, the harshest transformations in our 
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lives, until at last the size of its grotesquery could 
no longer be denied. 

Would we be known better then by our 
monsters than our better natures? Perhaps—but 
¡ay, ave Maria!, if it’s all one banner or another 
that we stand to lose ourselves within by 
standing under… the least that ours could use 
was a little bite. 



	

 

Goodbye, Snow Child 
Jo Thomas 

 
 
1 
 
She wakes. Probably. 

At least, she thinks she’s now aware where 
previously she wasn’t. 

Everything is black and warm and there is no 
memory of what has gone before, only an 
impression that the blackness is some kind of 
contrast. 

She has opened her eyes, right? 
She lifts her hand to touch her face but can’t 

even see the movement. Until the moment she 
feels her face beneath her fingertips, she’s not 
entirely convinced there has been movement. But 
she feels her fingers touching her face and her 
face beneath her fingertips, even if there is some 
soft, thick cloth between. 

The cloth is what makes it dark and warm. 
There’s a voice but it doesn’t make sense. She 

doesn’t understa— 
“—s awake.” 
“Ah,” says another voice. “My dear child, 

you’re awake. We were worried about you.” 
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She opens her mouth to speak but nothing 
comes out. Her mouth definitely opens. She can 
feel the movement under the cloth. 

“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
that second voice. 

There is a pause as if she is expected to reply. 
She can’t. 

“We found you wandering in the snow and 
you’ve been full of fever for days,” the second 
voice says. “We need to know who you are so we 
can contact your family and let them know 
you’re safe.” 

Who she is. 
That is almost as dark as the world behind the 

cloth. 
Who is she? 
She opens her mouth again to ask but, also 

again, no sound comes out. And no air. It feels as 
if the cloth is pushing itself into her mouth, 
although she can’t feel any such movement 
beneath her fingertips. 

The cloth is closing in on her. 
Is it her imagination or has the world got 

darker still? 
There is no air in here. 
Why don’t they know that? 
Why aren’t they helping her? 
She gasps and struggles for air, clutching and 

clawing at the cloth. 
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“There’s no need to do that,” the second voice 
says calmly. 

Hands rougher than the voice grab hers and 
hold them away from her face, from the cloth. 
She struggles to free herself but she is pinned 
down and restricted before she manages more 
than a wriggle. 

“Now this just won’t do,” says the second 
voice. “Not at all.” 

There is the smell of something burning and 
then— 
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2 
 
She wakes. Probably. 
At least, she thinks she’s now aware where 

previously she wasn’t. 
Everything is black and warm and there is no 

memory of what has gone before, only an 
impression that the blackness is some kind of 
contrast. 

She has opened her eyes, hasn’t she? 
She lifts her hand to touch her face but can’t 

even see the movement. Until the moment she 
feels her face beneath her fingertips, she’s not 
entirely convinced there has been movement. But 
she feels her fingers touching her face and her 
face beneath her fingertips, even if there is some 
soft, thick cloth between. 

The cloth is what makes it dark. 
There’s a voice but it doesn’t make sense. 

None of this makes any sense. She doesn’t 
understa— 

“—s awake.” 
“Ah,” says another voice. “My dear child, 

you’re awake. We were worried about you.” 
She doesn’t try to reply. She has a feeling she 

know what’s coming next, a sense that this has 
been done before, but she can’t quite think what 
this next will actually be. 
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“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
that second voice. 

There is a pause as if she is expected to reply. 
She doesn’t. 

“We found you wandering in the snow and 
you’ve been full of fever for days,” the second 
voice says. “We need to know who you are so we 
can contact your family and let them know 
you’re safe.” 

Who she is. 
That is almost as dark as the world behind the 

cloth. 
Who is she? 
She opens her mouth to ask but no sound 

comes out. 
“Can you not speak?” asks the second voice 

with honeyed concern. “Are you not with us?” 
She croaks. Faint but a sound, a noise, a proof 

that she exists in whatever place this is. 
“She’s not responding,” the first voice says. 
“Send her off,” says the second. 
And there’s no air. She inhales, or tries, as 

hard as she can but there is nothing. It feels as if 
the cloth is pushing itself into her mouth, 
although she can’t feel any such movement 
beneath her fingertips. 

The cloth is closing in on her. 
Is it her imagination or has the world got 

darker still? 
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There is no air in here. 
Are they doing this to her? 
If they aren’t, why aren’t they helping her? 
She gasps and struggles for air, clutching and 

clawing at the cloth. 
“There’s no need to do that,” the second voice 

says calmly. 
But hands rougher than the voice grab hers 

and hold them away from her face, from the 
cloth. She struggles to free herself but she is 
pinned down and restricted before she manages 
more than an initiating wriggle. 

There is the smell of something burning and 
then— 
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3 

 
She wakes. Probably. 
At least, she thinks she’s now aware where 

previously she wasn’t. 
Everything is black and warm and there is no 

memory of what has gone before, only an 
impression that the blackness is some kind of 
contrast. She lifts her hand to touch her face and 
feels soft, thick cloth between skin and skin, 
between the outside and her eyes. It feels… 
familiar. 

There’s a voice she recognises but it doesn’t 
make sense. She can’t put a name to it, can’t 
remember where she heard it before. She doesn’t 
understa— 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
She has a feeling she know what’s coming 

next, a sense that this has been done before, but 
she can’t quite think what this next will actually 
be. 

“Ah,” says another voice. “My dear child, 
you’re awake. We were worried about you.” 

She doesn’t try to respond, even if it’s what 
she’s supposed to be doing. 

“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
that second voice. 
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There is a pause as if she is expected to reply. 
She doesn’t. 

“We found you wandering in the snow and 
you’ve been full of fever for days,” the second 
voice says. “We need to know who you are so we 
can contact your family and let them know 
you’re safe.” 

Who she is. 
That is almost as dark as the world behind the 

cloth. 
Who is she? 
She opens her mouth to ask but no sound 

comes out. 
“Can you not speak?” asks the second voice 

with honeyed concern. “Are you not with us?” 
She croaks. Faint but a sound, a noise, a proof 

that she exists in whatever place this is. 
“She’s not responding,” the first voice says. 
“Send her off,” says the second. 
She gathers herself together and forces out a 

“no” that sounds pitiful and weak. 
But at least it sounds enough for the second 

voice to say, “Ah, you can talk.” 
She tries for “just” but manages only another 

croak. 
“Would you like some water?” the second 

voice asks. 
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How is she supposed to drink through the 
cloth on her face? But she raises her hand and 
tries to nod. The hand moves, the head does not. 

“Get her some water,” the second voice 
commands. 

She hears movement: steps, liquid pouring 
from one container to another, more steps getting 
closer. 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
an arm across the back of her shoulders. The 
container is held to her lips without any question 
of whether she’s ready. 

She isn’t. 
She chokes on sweet, cold water. 
She struggles, trying to push the cup away. 
“There’s no need to do that,” the second voice 

says calmly. 
And the first voice’s hands, familiar in their 

roughness, grab her and hold her down as the 
water is poured on her face, pouring through the 
cloth. She manages a wriggle before there is the 
smell of something burning and then— 
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4 

 
She wakes. Probably. 
At least, she thinks she’s now aware where 

previously she wasn’t. 
Everything is black and warm and there is no 

memory of what has gone before, only an 
impression that the blackness is some kind of 
contrast. She lifts her hand to touch her face and 
feels soft, thick cloth between skin and skin, 
between the outside and her eyes. She realises 
she expected the barrier to be there. 

There’s a voice she recognises but that doesn’t 
make sense. She can’t put a name to it, can’t 
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remember where she heard it before. She doesn’t 
understa— 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
“She’s awake,” she wants to say as the other 

voice says it but can’t quite get her mouth to 
move. 

“Ah,” says another voice. “My dear child, 
you’re awake. We were worried about you.” 

She doesn’t try to respond, even though she 
wants to yell at them. “My dear child” is not the 
right way to address her. 

“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
that second voice. 

There is a pause as if she is expected to reply. 
She leaves him to fill it for himself. 

“We found you wandering in the snow and 
you’ve been full of fever for days,” the second 
voice says. “We need to know who you are so we 
can contact your family and let them know 
you’re safe.” 

Who she is. 
That is almost as dark as the world behind the 

cloth. 
Who is she? 
She opens her mouth to ask but no sound 

comes out. 
“Can you not speak?” asks the second voice 

with honeyed but insincere concern. “Are you 
not with us?” 
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She croaks. Faint but a sound, a noise, a proof 
that she exists in whatever place this is. 

“She’s not responding,” the first voice says. 
“Send her off,” says the second. 
She gathers herself together and forces out a 

“no” that sounds pitiful and weak. 
But at least it sounds enough for the second 

voice to say, “Ah, you can talk.” 
She tries for “just” but manages only another 

croak. 
“Would you like some water?” the second 

voice asks. 
How is she supposed to drink through the 

cloth on her face? But she raises her hand and 
tries to nod. The hand moves, the head does not. 

“Get her some water,” the second voice 
commands. 

She hears movement: steps, liquid pouring 
from one container to another, more steps getting 
closer. 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
an arm across the back of her shoulders. The 
container is held to her lips without any question 
of whether she’s ready. 

She isn’t but she catches up quickly, before 
the sweet, cold water can be inhaled instead of 
drunk. 

“Good girl,” says the second voice. 
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She snarls, unseen behind the mask, and 
chokes on the water. Her first thought is “not 
again”, her second is to wonder why “again”. 

By this time, her reflex to resist the continued 
flow of water has kicked in and she struggles 
against the first voice’s hold on her. 

“There’s no need to do that,” the second voice 
says calmly. 

And the hands holding her grip tighter as the 
water is poured on her face, pouring through the 
cloth. She manages another wriggle before there 
is the smell of something burning and then— 
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5 
 
She wakes, aware now where previously she 

wasn’t. 
The world is black and warm and it feels like 

this is some kind of contrast to what was there 
before awareness but she can’t be sure. She lifts 
her hand to touch her face and feels the expected 
soft, thick texture of cloth between the outside 
and her eyes. Velvet thick enough to hold out 
any light, that makes the world black. 

There’s a voice she recognises but she can’t 
remember from where. The words make no se— 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
“She’s awake,” she mouths as the other voice 

says it. 
For some reason, she knows there is no point 

trying to speak aloud. 
“Ah,” says another voice. “My dear child, 

you’re awake. We were worried about you.” 
The “my dear child” makes her snarl silently. 
“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 

that second voice. 
She doesn’t respond in the appropriate pause. 

She probably isn’t expected to. It’s more of a 
pretence, like fine manners. 

“We found you wandering in the snow and 
you’ve been full of fever for days,” the second 
voice says. “We need to know who you are so we 
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can contact your family and let them know 
you’re safe.” 

Who she is. There’s nothing there. 
Who is she? She would ask but weren’t they 

asking her? 
“Can you not speak?” asks the second voice 

with sweet but insincere concern. “Are you not 
with us?” 

She croaks. A faint sound but still a noise, still 
proof that she exists in whatever place this is. 

“She’s not responding,” the first voice says. 
That first person is still a bastard. 
“Send her off,” says the second. 
She gathers herself together and forces out a 

“no” that sounds pitiful and weak. But at least 
it’s enough for the second voice to say, “Ah, 
you can talk.” 

She tries for “just” but manages only another 
croak. 

“Would you like some water?” the second 
voice asks. 

She raises her hand and tries to nod. The hand 
moves, the head does not. She feels no 
bindings—is it some kind of magic? 

“Get her some water,” the second voice 
commands. 

She hears movement: steps, liquid pouring 
from one container to another, more steps getting 
closer. 
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“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
an arm across the back of her shoulders. The 
container is held to her lips without any question 
of whether she’s ready. 

She isn’t but she catches up quickly, before 
the sweet, cold water can be inhaled instead of 
drunk. 

“Good girl,” says the second voice. 
She wants to snarl again but doesn’t. It’s 

unlikely the first voice will stop the water flow 
and she knows what drowning in sweet water 
feels like. She fears the memory even more 
because she doesn’t know where it comes from. 

“You have become quite well known,” says 
the second voice. “Everyone here asks us how 
you are and if we’ve solved the little mystery of 
who you are, yet.” 

Perhaps everyone should mind their own 
business. Perhaps one of them knows who she 
actually is and these voices are asking the wrong 
person. 

She grunts to show she’s heard, in case 
staying quiet ends badly. 

The second voice seems disappointed with the 
response because he also says, “Even His 
Majesty, the King, has asked about you.” 

The world is red, not black. 
There are many feelings but the only one that 

she can actually identify is rage. 
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She snarls, still unseen behind her velvet mask 
and pushes away the first voice and the sweet 
water, strong enough in her anger to achieve 
escape. Then the realisation that this isn’t the 
way it has been before makes her pause, giving 
the first voice time to grab her with strong, 
coarse hands. 

There’s the smell of something burning again 
and then— 
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6 
 
She wakes, burning up, mouth open and 

screaming an anger that destroys everything 
before it, even words. 

The world is red and too hot with emotion and 
too cold to survive in. She lifts her hands to tear 
at the velvet mask that prevents her from making 
the world outside as red as the world within. 

“—start. She’s—” 
“I am awake!” she shouts. 
The voice has woken her. The voice is why 

she is angry. She lunges for it. 
“Oh,” says another voice, “dear Gods!” 
She will kill that one, too. 
The first voice grabs her with rough 

familiarity and she fights back with abandon. She 
hears the snapping of small bones as she 
clenches her hand around fingers foolishly left 
open instead of curled into a protective fist. 

The first voice screams. 
There’s the smell of something burning again 

and then— 
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She wakes, burning up, mouth open and 

screaming an anger that destroys everything 
before it, even her throat. 

The world is red and too hot with emotion and 
too cold to survive in. She lifts her hands to tear 
at the velvet mask that prevents her from making 
the world outside as red as the world within. 

“—start. She’s—” 
“I am awake!” she shouts. 
The voice has woken her. The voice is why 

she is angry. She lunges for it. 
“Oh,” says another voice, “dear Gods!” 
She will kill that one, too. 
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The first voice grabs her with rough 
familiarity and she fights back with abandon. He 
has the sense to curl his hands into protective 
fists and she is disappointed not to hear the snap 
of bones. 

She screams her disappointment. 
“Stop!” says the second voice but it has no 

ability to command her. “Stop! There’s no need 
to do this.” 

Her screaming is reduced to an animal growl, 
if only because she can no longer give voice to 
her anger. Her throat is raw and painful. She 
grabs at the first voice’s throat. Let him see how 
he likes it, to have a throat so damaged by his 
attack. 

There’s the smell of something burning again 
and then— 
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She wakes, burning up, mouth open and 

screaming in anger through a torn throat. 
The world is red and too hot with emotion and 

too cold to survive in. She lifts her hands to tear 
at the velvet mask that prevents her from making 
the world outside as red as the world within. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
At the same time, she tries to shape her 

scream to “I am awake!” but it doesn’t change 
the croaking roar. 

She lunges for the voice. 
“Oh,” says another voice, “dear Gods!” 
She will kill that one, too. 
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The first voice grabs her with rough 
familiarity and she fights back with abandon. He 
has the sense to curl his hands into protective 
fists and she finds no purchase on him. She can 
only strike wildly and with no leverage. 

She screams her disappointment. Silently. 
“Stop!” says the second voice but it has no 

ability to command her. “Stop! There’s no need 
to do this.” 

She knows that air passes from her lungs but 
her voice has gone. Her throat is raw and painful. 
She grabs at the first voice’s throat and shakes. 
Let him see how he likes it, to have a throat so 
damaged by his attack. 

“Let go of him!” says the second voice with 
something akin to desperation. “Stop it!” 

She hesitates but doesn’t loosen her grip. 
“I have no choice,” says the second voice. 

“You brought this on yourself.” 
There’s the smell of something burning again 

and then— 
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She wakes. Probably. 
At least, she thinks she’s now aware where 

previously she wasn’t. 
Everything is black and warm and there is no 

memory of what has gone before, only an 
impression that the blackness is some kind of 
contrast. She feels washed out and faded, as if 
whatever went before took everything from her, 
or as if she didn’t sleep well. Her throat aches as 
if she has screamed her way through nightmares. 
She cannot remember anything. 

She lifts her hand to touch her face and feels 
the expected soft, thick texture of cloth between 
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the outside and her eyes. Velvet thick enough to 
hold out any light, that makes the world black. 
The mask tires her even more. Someone expects 
her to be something she isn’t. 

There’s a voice she has reason to dislike, 
though she can’t remember what that reason is. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
“She’s awake,” she mouths in time. 
She sighs though it makes no discernible 

sound. She feels disinterested, sullen like a child 
forced to do something, angry because she is no 
child to be forced. There is no point trying to 
speak. 

“Ah,” says another voice. “My dear child, 
you’re awake. We were worried about you.” 

The “my dear child” makes her snarl. It isn’t a 
suitable form of address. 

“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
that second voice. 

She doesn’t respond in the appropriate pause. 
She isn’t expected to. It’s a pretence, like their 
fine manners that ignore etiquette. 

“We found you wandering in the snow and 
you’ve been full of fever for days,” the second 
voice says. Perhaps that explains the throat. “We 
need to know who you are so we can contact 
your family and let them know you’re safe.” 
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Who she is. There’s nothing there. Just the 
knowledge that this person should not be 
addressing her in this manner. 

Who is she? She would ask but weren’t they 
asking her? 

“Can you not speak?” asks the second voice 
with sweet but insincere concern. “Are you not 
with us?” 

She croaks. A faint sound but still a noise, still 
proof that she exists in whatever place this is. 

“She’s not responding,” the first voice says. 
That first person is still a bastard. 
“Send her off,” says the second. 
She gathers herself together and forces out a 

“no” that sounds pitiful and weak. But at least 
it’s enough for the second voice to say, “Ah, 
you can talk.” 

She snarls and it’s a feeble croak that 
wouldn’t scare a timid mouse. 

“Would you like some water?” the second 
voice asks. 

She raises her hand and tries to nod. The hand 
moves, the head does not. She feels no bindings 
but she must be held by something, some magic. 
Wizards. Her skin crawls. She’s not entirely sure 
why. 

“Get her some water,” the second voice 
commands. 
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She hears movement: steps, liquid pouring 
from one container to another, more steps getting 
closer. Each move is a careful choreography with 
beats she can anticipate. 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
an arm across the back of her shoulders. The 
container is held to her lips without any question 
of whether she’s ready. 

She isn’t but she catches up quickly, before 
the sweet, cold water can be inhaled instead of 
drunk. It soothes her torn throat. 

“Good girl,” says the second voice. 
She wants to snarl again but doesn’t. The first 

voice won’t stop the water flow and she knows 
what drowning in sweet water feels like. She 
fears the memory even more because she doesn’t 
know where it comes from. Wizards and magic. 
It shouldn’t be something she fears so much. 

“You have become quite well known,” says 
the second voice. “Everyone here asks us how 
you are and if we’ve solved the little mystery of 
who you are, yet.” 

Perhaps everyone should mind their own 
business. Perhaps one of them knows who she 
actually is and these voices are asking the wrong 
person. Perhaps one of them put her hear and is 
making sure she stays where they put her. 
Perhaps the voices are in on it. 
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She grunts to show she’s heard, in case 
staying quiet ends badly. 

The second voice seems disappointed with the 
response because they also say, “Even His 
Majesty, the King, has asked about you.” 

There are many feelings but the only one that 
she can actually identify surely is rage. However, 
she is too tired, too thin in her energy, to give in 
to it. It’s not so much that she resists the push as 
she has no energy to move after it. She snarls 
sullenly but can manage no more than that. 

“So,” says the second voice, “who are you?” 
Her mind is blank. She has no answer. She 

shrugs. 
“You don’t know?” the second voice asks. 
She lies still and waits for more questions but 

they don’t arrive. 
“Good,” says the second voice. 
And there’s the smell of something burning 

again and then— 
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She wakes. Everything is black and warm and 

she has the feeling that both blackness and 
warmth are in contrast to whatever came before. 
Her self feels worn and torn about the edges, thin 
with lack of energy. Her throat is sore, as if she 
has spent the day before talking without end. 

She lifts her hand to touch her face and feels 
the expected soft, thick texture of cloth between 
the outside and her eyes. Velvet thick enough to 
hold out any light, that makes the world black. 
She has enough energy to wonder why this time 
it is expected; why “this time”. 
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There’s a voice she dislikes, though she can’t 
remember who or why. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
“She’s awake,” she mouths in time. 
She sighs. She feels disinterested, sullen like a 

child forced to do something, angry because she 
is no child to be forced. There is no point trying 
to speak. 

That little drop of energy asks, But why? 
“Ah,” says another voice. “My dear child, 

you’re awake. We were worried about you.” 
The “my dear child” is wrong. It isn’t how this 

person should be talking to her. She dislikes it 
even more than the first voice and would prefer it 
if they didn’t address her at all. 

“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
that second voice. 

She doesn’t respond. It’s a pretence, an 
artifice, like fine manners that ignore etiquette. 

“We found you wandering in the snow and 
you’ve been full of fever for days,” the second 
voice says. Perhaps that explains the throat and 
the sense of sleeping badly. “We need to know 
who you are so we can contact your family and 
let them know you’re safe.” 

Who she is. There’s nothing there. Just the 
knowledge that this is not the way she should be 
treated. 
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Who is she? She would ask but weren’t they 
asking her? 

“Can you not speak?” asks the second voice 
with sweet but insincere concern. “Are you not 
with us?” 

She croaks, a faint proof that she exists. 
“She’s not responding,” the first voice says. 
That first person is still a bastard. 
“Send her off,” says the second. 
She gathers herself together and forces out a 

“no” that sounds pitiful and weak. But it’s 
enough to cause the second voice to say, “Ah, 
you can talk.” 

She snarls and it’s a feeble croak that 
wouldn’t scare a timid mouse. 

“Would you like some water?” the second 
voice asks. 

She raises her hand and tries to nod. The hand 
moves, the head does not. She feels no bindings 
but she must be held by something, some magic. 
Wizards. Her skin crawls. She’s not entirely sure 
why. 

“Get her some water,” the second voice 
commands. 

She hears movement: steps, liquid pouring 
from one container to another, more steps getting 
closer. She knows exactly when each beat and 
change of beat will be. As if she’s been through 
this several times before. Perhaps she has, if she 
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has woken in her fever and forgotten again the 
next time she has woken with anything like 
lucidity. 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
a rough arm across the back of her shoulders. 
The container is held up to her lips and tipped 
whether she’s ready or not. She’s ready, knowing 
somehow that it would happen, and the sweet, 
cold water is drunk instead of inhaled. It soothes 
and cools her sore throat. 

“Good girl,” says the second voice. 
She wants to snarl again but doesn’t. She 

knows what drowning in sweet water feels like. 
She fears the memory even more because she 
doesn’t know where it comes from. There is 
magic here. 

She didn’t used to fear magic so. Perhaps the 
magic or its users had been at her command 
before. 

“You have become quite well known,” says 
the second voice. “Everyone here asks us how 
you are and if we’ve solved the little mystery of 
who you are, yet.” 

Anyone of the people asking for her identity, 
even these voices, could mean her harm—
whether that’s as an ignorant prisoner or as 
whomever she really is. If she knew who she 
was, she wouldn’t tell them. 
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She grunts to show she’s heard, though, in 
case staying silent results in harm. 

The second voice seems disappointed with the 
response because they also say, “Even His 
Majesty, the King, has asked about you.” 

There are many feelings. The strongest and 
loudest is rage but that’s because it springs from 
the others; disappointment, hurt, fear. She needs 
to hurt as she has been hurt. She needs to 
defend… something. But she is too tired, too thin 
in her energy, to do anything. There is nothing 
she can do. 

“Kind of him,” she says and wonders at the 
bite in her own words. 

“So,” says the second voice, “who are you?” 
Her mind is blank. 
“Someone,” she says. 
“You don’t know?” the second voice asks. 
“Does it matter?” she asks in return, despite 

the welling of fear she feels. “I’m a person. 
Someone who needs help.” 

There’s a pause as if the response was not the 
expected one. 

“If that’s what makes you feel better,” says the 
second voice. 

She thinks for a moment and says, “I was 
under the impression that your help was what 
was supposed to make me better.” 
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The first voice chuckles but stops suddenly. 
Perhaps a harsh look from the second voice. 

“Do you know who you are?” the second 
voice asks impatiently. 

“No.” 
“Good,” the second voice says. 
And there’s the smell of something burning 

again and then— 
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She wakes. 
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She lifts her hand to touch her face and feels 
the expected soft, thick texture of cloth between 
the outside and her eyes. Velvet thick enough to 
hold out any light, that makes the world black. 
Why is this all so familiar? 

There’s a voice. She dislikes it, though she 
can’t remember who or why, and it isn’t the 
important one. Which is a shame because it’s 
near enough for her to try attacking. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
“She’s awake,” she says in time. 
No sound comes out although she knows she 

tried speak. Magical control of her voice. 
Perhaps of other parts of her. She managed to lift 
her hands so she’s not totally bound. Is it worth 
trying to stand up? 

“Ah,” says another voice. “My dear child, 
you’re awake. We were worried about you.” 

She dislikes this voice even more than the 
first, even without considering that they call her 
“dear child”. Of the two, this is the one in charge. 
This is the one to take down. If she can get to 
them. If she can remember how. If she ever used 
to know. 

“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
that second voice. 

She doesn’t respond. Let them work for 
knowledge, not that she has any to share. 
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“We found you wandering in the snow and 
you’ve been full of fever for days,” the second 
voice says. 

She blinks behind her mask, suddenly 
remembering all encompassing white. Is that a 
real memory or a magical image set off by her 
captor’s description? 

They continue, “We need to know who you 
are so we can contact your family and let them 
know you’re safe.” 

Who she is. There’s nothing there. She only 
knows that she should not be treated like this and 
that her world was snow white for a short while 
that seemed like forever. She doesn’t even know 
if that second thing is true. 

Who is she? Don’t they know if they are her 
captors? 

She has a moment of doubt about their moral 
alignment. Perhaps they really are her rescuers. 

“Can you not speak?” asks the second voice 
with sweet but insincere concern. “Are you not 
with us?” 

She says, “Yes,” but it comes out a whisper, a 
faint proof that she exists. 

“She’s not responding,” the first voice says. 
No, she was right before, they really are a pair 

of bastards. 
“Send her off,” says the second. 
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“I am here,” she says, louder than her last 
whisper. 

It’s enough to cause the second voice to say, 
“Ah, you can talk.” 

“More or less,” she says. “Bring me water.” 
There is a pause, as if neither voice is entirely 

sure how to respond, before the second voice 
asks, “Would you like some water?” 

“Did I not just say that?” she asks. 
“Get her some water,” the second voice 

commands. 
She hears movement: steps, liquid pouring 

from one container to another— 
She knows exactly when each beat and change 

of beat will be. The second voice sounds near 
enough that she could reach them, the first voice 
is far enough away that she only might get to 
them. 

She lunges— 
—more steps getting closer. 
—and goes nowhere. The magic holds her to 

the surface she lies on. Only her hands have 
moved, a useless fluttering in the direction of the 
second voice. 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
a rough arm across the back of her shoulders. 
The container is held up to her lips and tipped 
whether she’s ready or not. She drinks from the 
constant stream of sweet, cold water. 
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“Good girl,” says the second voice. 
She snarls silently around the drink, conscious 

of how it would feel sliding down into lungs 
instead of stomach. It feels like a memory, 
whether it’s a real one or one they’ve embedded 
in her. She shouldn’t fear them but she does. Fear 
can be used to stoke anger, though, and anger 
might give her enough strength to break these 
false bonds. 

“You have become quite well known,” says 
the second voice. “Everyone here asks us how 
you are and if we’ve solved the little mystery of 
who you are, yet.” 

If she knew who she was, she wouldn’t tell 
them. If they know who she is, they aren’t telling 
her. Would they hold her like this if they didn’t? 
She grunts to show she’s heard, though, in case 
they would use her silence as a reason to hurt 
her. 

The second voice sounds disappointed when 
they add, “Even His Majesty, the King, has asked 
about you.” 

There are many feelings. The strongest and 
loudest is rage but that’s because it springs from 
the others; disappointment, hurt, fear. She needs 
to hurt as she has been hurt. She needs to 
defend… something. The rage is the thing she 
can work with. 

“Kind of him,” she says with bite. 
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“So,” says the second voice, “who are you?” 
She ignores the mental blank and focuses on 

the rage. She only needs to grab the second 
voice. 

“You don’t know?” the second voice asks. 
Her rage is only glowing embers. She wants to 

lunge again, to grab the second voice and see 
what they are made of. Or feel, at least. 

“No,” she says finally. 
She can’t think of what to say or do that will 

bring the second voice closer and make the first 
voice unable to stop her trying again. 

“Good,” the second voice says. 
And there’s the smell of something burning 

again and then— 
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She wakes. 
She lifts her hand to touch her face and feels a 

soft, thick velvet mask without eye-holes. It feels 
familiar. 

There’s a voice. Unimportant but she dislikes 
the owner all the same. She could take it out but 
it’s the other one, the one she hasn’t heard yet, 
who’s in control. She’s sure of it, though she 
doesn’t know how. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
“Oh, I’m awake,” she mutters. 
She channels all of her rage and frustration 

when she speaks, although she has no idea what 
she has been through to make her feel that way. 
Her voice should be louder than that. There is 
magic holding her and her words in. She 
managed to lift her hands so she’s not totally 
bound. But standing up is likely to be impossible 
without a way to put some power behind it. 

“Oh,” says the important voice. For some 
reason, this isn’t what she expects it to say. But it 
recovers, saying words she can almost mouth in 
time, “My dear child, you’re awake. We were 
worried about you.” 

“You do not get to call me ‘dear child’,” she 
mutters, forcing as much of her anger through the 
magical ties that bind as she can. 
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There is an awkward silence. These are not the 
reactions they expect. She still doesn’t know how 
she knows. 

“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
that hated second voice. 

She growls. They both step back, she can hear 
it. 

“We found you wandering in the snow and 
you’ve been full of fever for days,” the second 
voice says. 

She pictures all encompassing, calming white 
but replies, “You should have left me there.” 

The second voice says crisply, “We need to 
know who you are so we can contact your family 
and let them know you’re safe.” 

Who she is. She doesn’t know who she is, but 
perhaps what is more important. 

What is she? That is also blank. 
“Don’t you know?” asks the second voice 

with sweet but insincere concern. 
It isn’t quite the question she was expecting 

but, then, “can you not speak?” no longer makes 
sense. How does she know that was what they 
should be asking? 

“Come closer,” she says, feeling like she 
shouts to get the words out in a soft whisper. 
“Come closer and I’ll tell you who I am.” 

“This isn’t the way it’s supposed to go,” the 
first voice whispers. 
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“Shh,” the second voice hisses back. 
She could almost think she’d imagined it, they 

were so quiet. 
“What happened to the drink of water?” she 

asks, as sweetly and insincerely as they have 
questioned her. 

There is another pause, as if neither voice is 
entirely sure how to respond, before the second 
voice asks, “Would you like some water?” 

“Did I not just say that?” she asks. 
“Get her some water,” the second voice 

commands. 
She hears movement: steps, liquid pouring 

from one container to another— 
Now. 
She throws herself forward, driven by anger 

and hatred of that second voice, and manages to 
stand, separate from the surface they were 
holding her to. She can feel the magic snap and 
crack, like so many tiny threads broken by a 
clumsy movement. 

—more steps getting closer but the container 
of water is dropped before the first voice makes 
it back. 

She doesn’t get to the second voice. She can’t 
take another step. 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s tackled 
right back down, rough arms across her 
shoulders and round her neck. 



Jo Thomas	

122 

“Aren’t you going to call me a ‘good girl’?” 
she taunts in a whisper, not sure where the words 
come from. 

“How does she know that’s in the script?” the 
first voice asks plaintively. 

There’s the smell of something burning again 
again again and then— 
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She wakes. 
She doesn’t need to raise her hand to touch the 

soft, thick velvet mask without eye-holes she 
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wears. She knows what it is without thought but 
she still wonders why she wears it. Is it to hide 
her from others or others from her? 

There’s a voice. The owner of it is 
unimportant but she dislikes them all the same. 
She could take it out but it’s the other one who’s 
in control. They’re the one to take down. 
Whoever they are. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
“Oh, I’m awake,” she mutters. 
She says it quietly to herself but it takes the 

force of an underlying rage and frustration she 
doesn’t understand to even put that much sound 
behind it. There is magic holding her and her 
words in. She is starting to feel the threads of it 
binding her although it seems her hands are 
free—she could lift them if she wanted. 

“Ah,” says the important second voice. “My 
dear child, you’re awake. We were worried about 
you.” 

She is going to take their “dear child” and find 
a way to shove it somewhere anatomically 
impossible. Her anger burns inside her. It almost 
seems like it makes the magic holding her stand 
out, like dark threads across the light of a 
glowing fire. 

There is a slight pause as if they expect her to 
answer. She ignores them to feel out this new 
sensation. It’s like vision, and touch, but it isn’t. 
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They are simply the words she has to use to 
explain it to herself. 

“No doubt,” she says without thinking. 
Apparently it was loud enough to hear. She 

feels a shift in the room, as if the two voices are 
wondering what to say next. 

The second voice recovers and says the more 
expected, “You’re something of a mystery to us. 
We found you wandering in the snow and you’ve 
been full of fever for days.” 

She can imagine being in the snow. She finds 
the thought oddly comforting. 

“You really should have left me there,” she 
says. 

There. She can actually grasp those magic 
threads if she just— 

The second voice says crisply, “We need to 
know who you are so we can contact your family 
and let them know you’re safe.” 

Who she is. She doesn’t know who she is, but 
perhaps what is more important. Something 
magical. Humans aren’t wizards. 

So, what is she? That is also blank. 
“Don’t you know?” asks the second voice 

with sweet but insincere concern. 
It isn’t quite the question she was expecting 

but, then, “can you not speak?” no longer makes 
sense. How does she know that was what they 
should be asking? 
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“May I have a drink of water?” she asks. 
There is another pause, as if neither voice is 

entirely sure how to respond, before the second 
voice asks, “Would you like some water?” 

“Yes, please,” she replies. 
“Get her some water,” the second voice 

commands. 
She hears movement: steps, liquid pouring 

from one container to another— 
She knows exactly when each beat and change 

of beat will be. The second voice sounds near 
enough that she could reach them, the first voice 
is far enough away that she only might get to 
them. 

She touches the magic threads with her 
thoughts, just so and it feels like they twang 
beneath unsteady fingers— 

—more steps getting closer. 
The threads break, untidily, noisily. Not all of 

them but enough for her to less bound from 
where she lies. Not all of the threads broken held 
her down. Not all of threads that remain are for 
that purpose, either. She cannot tell what they 
were for. 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
an arm across the back of her shoulders. The 
container is held to her lips without any question 
of whether she’s ready. 
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She isn’t but she catches up quickly, before 
the sweet, cold water can be inhaled instead of 
drunk. 

“Good girl,” says the second voice. 
They really do deserve to die. 
“You have become quite well known,” says 

the second voice. “Everyone here asks us how 
you are and if we’ve solved the little mystery of 
who you are, yet.” 

She would hardly tell them who she was, even 
if she knew. If they don’t know, they would use 
it against her. If they do know, they already are. 

The second voice seems disappointed with the 
response because he also says, “Even His 
Majesty, the King, has asked about you.” 

He is their authority for doing this. Why 
would a king need a young woman held like this? 
What did he gain from it? 

There are many feelings. The strongest and 
loudest is rage but that’s because it springs from 
the others; disappointment, hurt, fear. She needs 
to hurt as she has been hurt. She needs to 
defend… the world from this king. 

The rage is something she can work with. It 
may even make up for her lack of technique with 
the magic around her. It’s unlikely she’ll succeed 
but that doesn’t mean she shouldn’t try. 

She laughs. “Kind of him.” 
“So,” says the second voice, “who are you?” 
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She ignores the mental blank and focuses on 
the magic threads. It doesn’t seem like the 
broken ones alerted the second voice to anything. 
It doesn’t seem like she can break the ones that 
remain. She doesn’t know what they do. 
Hopefully her rage will be enough to counter 
anything they can throw at her. She only needs to 
grab the second voice. 

“You don’t know?” the second voice asks. 
Her rage is a hearthed fire, banked by her need 

to observe and watch and control. She still wants 
to lunge, to grab the second voice and find out 
what they are made of. 

“Come closer,” she says. “Come closer and 
I’ll tell you who I am.” 

There’s another of those pauses that seems to 
cover when the two voices are uncertain of the 
correct response. It lasts a couple of heartbeats 
before it’s broken by the second voice stepping 
closer. She can feel them bending over her, she 
can feel some of the threads that remain thicken 
and strengthen with the closeness. 

Wizard. Elf-blood or dwarf-blood. 
“Tell me,” the second voice whispers. 
They sound caught between eagerness and 

terror. Perhaps they don’t really know the 
answer, after all. 

She lunges. 
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After a moment of shock, the first voice’s 
arms tighten around her—how could she have 
forgotten about him?—and the second voice 
scuttles back out of her reach before her hands 
can close about his throat. 

“You’re not supposed to leave the script!” the 
first voice shouts at the second. 

It smells like the whole world is burning and 
then— 
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She wakes. 
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The world is hidden by a soft, thick velvet 
mask without eye-holes that makes everything on 
the inside just a bit too warm and a bit too dark 
for comfort. It hides her determination and anger. 
It hides that she is concentrating already on her 
magical bindings. 

There’s a voice. She could take him out but 
it’s the other voice who’s in control. The one she 
hasn’t heard yet. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
“Oh, I’m awake,” she says. 
“Oh,” says the important second voice. 
As they’re unintentionally expressing their 

surprise, she’s touching the threads that hold 
them all together. She doesn’t know what each of 
these little magical strings do but many hold her 
down to whatever it is she’s lying on. She can 
see those. She can tug on those. She can slide 
them on to something or someone else. 

“My dear child,” the second voice says, 
recovering. “You’re awake. We were worried 
about you.” 

That someone else is going to be the first 
voice. She doesn’t think she can work out how to 
move them further than that. 

“No doubt,” she says without thinking. 
She feels a shift in the room, as if the two 

voices are wondering what to say next. 
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How about these threads that do something 
else? Can she move those over, too? 

The second voice recovers and says the 
expected, “You’re something of a mystery to us. 
We found you wandering in the snow and you’ve 
been full of fever for days.” 

Expected… Why does she expect without 
actually having a memory of what is happening? 
How would she have a memory of something 
that is happening now? She pokes at the magic 
threads but sees nothing that immediately 
suggests they’re the cause. Would she be able to 
tell if they were? 

“You really should have left me there,” she 
says. 

Oh. What’s that? This one doesn’t feel like the 
others. It doesn’t belong with them. Is that 
because someone else made it? 

The second voice says crisply, “We need to 
know who you are so we can contact your family 
and let them know you’re safe.” 

Who she is. She doesn’t know who she is, but 
perhaps what is more important. Something 
magical. Humans aren’t wizards. She’s not 
human. She thought she was. 

So, what is she? She stops poking at threads 
and thinks. There are only three magic bloods but 
she can’t be any of them. Dwarves are shorter 
than she is. Elves are less solid. Dragons are 
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scaly shape-shifters—they can look like almost 
anyone but they can never hide the fine scales 
along their spines and surely she would feel that? 

“Don’t you know?” asks the second voice 
with sweet but insincere concern. 

She has a feeling that question could have 
been something else. Perhaps something that no 
longer fits. 

“May I have a drink of water?” she asks. 
There is another uncertain pause before the 

second voice asks, “Would you like some 
water?” 

“Yes, please,” she replies. 
“Get her some water,” the second voice 

commands. 
She expects to hear movement: steps, liquid 

pouring from one container to another, more 
steps getting closer. She hears nothing. The first 
voice is still. 

“I can’t move,” he whispers, his voice laced 
with terror. 

She smiles beneath her mask. 
“Oh,” says another voice, “dear Gods!” 
It smells like the world is burning— 
So that’s what those other threads do. 
—and then— 
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She wakes. 
Her head is wrapped in soft, thick velvet that 

hides her face and thoughts from the world. 
Unless they can mind read. 

There’s a voice. The words don’t resolve into 
sense at first. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
She’ll get to him, with time and luck, but she’s 

more concerned about what she hasn’t heard yet. 
“Oh, I’m awake,” she says. 
“Oh,” says the more important second voice. 
As they’re unintentionally expressing their 

surprise, she’s touching the magical threads that 
tie her down and hold her prisoner. These ones 
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do this and those ones do that and this set here 
respond to her prodding and these ones resolutely 
stay where they are— 

“My dear child,” the second voice says, 
recovering. “You’re awake. We were worried 
about you.” 

“No doubt,” she says without thinking. 
She’s thinking about magic. She can move 

these threads and tie them to someone else. Not 
all of them but enough to free her, although she 
seems to have some restricted movement if she 
wants to try it out. She can’t move the threads 
very far, maybe as far as the first voice. It takes 
energy to move them. Should she move them 
now or wait for a better moment? 

The second voice recovers again and says, 
“You’re something of a mystery to us. We found 
you wandering in the snow and you’ve been full 
of fever for days.” 

She actually mouths the words along with 
them as they speak. The fore-knowledge is a 
ripple of unease but it’s not a problem she can 
solve right now. Freedom first, answers later. 

“You really should have left me there,” she 
says. 

The second voice carries on as if she hadn’t 
spoken or, if she had, she made no sense, “We 
need to know who you are so we can contact 
your family and let them know you’re safe.” 
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Who she is. She doesn’t know who she is, but 
perhaps what is more important. Something 
magical. Humans aren’t wizards. She’s not 
human. She thought she was and signs suggest 
she’s too tall to be a dwarf and too solid to be an 
elf. Being a dragon is unlikely, although they can 
shift shape. Can she? If she can, she doesn’t 
know how. There’s nothing in the threads that 
suggests her form has been tied down to one 
shape as well as to whatever she is lying on. 
Which would suggest this wizard doesn’t think 
she’s a dragon, either. 

“Don’t you know?” asks the second voice 
with sweet but insincere concern. 

“May I have a drink of water?” she asks. 
There is another uncertain pause before the 

second voice asks, “Would you like some 
water?” 

“Yes, please,” she replies. 
“Get her some water,” the second voice 

commands. 
She expects and hears the first voice’s 

movement: steps, liquid pouring from one 
container to another, more steps getting closer. 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
a rough arm across the back of her shoulders. 

Before he can raise the container to her lips, 
she has slipped as many of the threads that bind 
her as she can to his extended arm. He freezes 
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but an extra knot in one of the threads that should 
have bound her own voice has made it 
impossible for him to speak. 

She raises her hands, removes her mask with 
one hand while taking the revealed glass of water 
with the other. 

“Thank you,” she says smoothly as she stands. 
She toasts the second voice, the elf-wizard she 

plans to kill first, and sips from the sweet, cold 
water as they splutter. 

Elf? Were those threads elven? How would 
she know? 

She looks around the room. It’s surprisingly 
large, although sparsely furnished. Enough space 
for the tied up human, the supervising elf, a 
cabinet with food and water, and… a dwarf. 

“Oh,” she says, “dear Gods!” 
The dwarf gestures with one hand. 
It smells like the world is burning and then— 
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She wakes. 
Her head doesn’t move as she tries to look 

around for the threat she feels is present. She’s 
trapped. Pinned down with magical ties and 
masked, thick velvet hiding her face from the 
world and the world from her. She can 
concentrate on the threads that bind her and the 
threads that do… something else. 

There’s a voice, though it takes her a moment 
to comprehend what he’s saying. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
She’ll get to him, with time and luck, but she’s 

more concerned about what she hasn’t heard yet. 
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There is someone beyond him. And someone 
else beyond that someone. She knows it. She 
doesn’t know how she knows but she knows. 

“Oh, I’m awake,” she says. 
Either the second voice or the one beyond are 

responsible for these threads. It’s hard to tell 
whose is whose. Perhaps she can work it out. 

“Ah,” says a second voice. “My dear child, 
you’re awake. We were worried about you.” 

There’s still a third person. She can’t sense 
them but they’re here. She knows it. There’s no 
point trying to adjust the magical threads that 
hold her prisoner until she knows where they are. 
He. The third person is a he. 

“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
that second voice. 

Threads shift beneath her magical senses. 
They have varying thicknesses—strength, she 
thinks—and some are smoother than others. This 
pattern seems to tie her to whatever she lies on 
and still her voice. She can move these ones. 
That pattern seems to indicate another kind of 
binding loop but she can’t tell to what. She can’t 
move those ones. This third pattern—they are 
death and they twitch under her touch but refuse 
to move or untie. 

“No,” she says without thinking. 
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The second voice continues as if she hadn’t 
said a thing, “We found you wandering in the 
snow and you’ve been full of fever for days.” 

She should move these stillness threads and tie 
them to someone else. Just enough to free herself 
from the restrictions they impose on her. 
Apparently, she could move her hands without 
breaking any of them or getting caught further. 
Which only means they don’t expect her to do 
enough with her hands to hurt anyone. She 
doesn’t do magic with her hands and they never 
expected her to. 

It will take energy to move the stillness 
threads and she isn’t sure she has enough to 
move beyond the nearest, first voice. Should she 
move them now or wait for a better moment? 
Wouldn’t she rather tie up the second or the 
unheard third? 

“You really should have left me there,” she 
says. 

She will make them pay for this, one way or 
another. 

The second voice carries on as if she hadn’t 
spoken or, if she had, she had made no sense, 
“We need to know who you are so we can 
contact your family and let them know you’re 
safe.” 

Who she is. She doesn’t know who she is, but 
perhaps what is more important. Something 
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magical. She can’t be human because humans 
aren’t wizards. She’s too tall to be a dwarf and 
too solid to be an elf. She can only be a dragon. 
That’s all that’s left. 

But the only living dragon she knows of is the 
king. 

The thought of the king makes her stomach 
roil with anger and disappointment and bitterness 
and hurt. 

“Don’t you know?” asks the second voice 
with sweet but insincere concern. 

“May I have a drink of water?” she asks. 
There is another uncertain pause before the 

second voice asks, “Would you like some 
water?” 

“Yes, please,” she replies. 
“Get her some water,” the second voice 

commands. 
She expects and hears the first voice’s 

movement: steps, liquid pouring from one 
container to another, more steps getting closer. 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
a rough arm across the back of her shoulders. 

Before he can raise the container to her lips, 
she slips almost all the stillness threads that bind 
her to his extended arm. He freezes but an extra 
knot in one of the threads that should have bound 
her own voice has made it impossible for him to 
speak. She holds a few remaining stillness 
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threads and stokes her strength with the glow of 
anger. 

She raises her hands, removes her mask with 
one hand while taking the revealed glass of water 
with the other. 

“Thank you,” she says to the second voice, an 
elf-wizard, as she stands. 

The elf-wizard looks horrified. 
She turns to face the direction she knows she 

has to look in. She should be surprised to see the 
dwarf sitting in an armchair in the otherwise 
sparsely furnished room. She’s not. 

“Hello,” she says and throws the stillness 
threads that remain at the dwarf. 

They miss. 
The dwarf gestures with one hand. 
It smells like the world is burning and then— 
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She wakes. 
She’s trapped. There is no point fighting it. 

She can feel the magical threads that bind her 
and the thick velvet mask that hides the world 
from her. She touches the threads gently, 
counting elven and dwarven stillness binding her 
throat and body, some kind of binding loop by a 
third hand, and death in purely dwarven design. 

There’s a voice, though it takes her a moment 
to comprehend what he’s saying. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
She mouths the words at the same time. She is 

not supposed to be able to speak with the threads 
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binding her, otherwise she would have spoken 
aloud. 

She’ll get to him. Right now, she must focus 
on finding the two other wizards in the room 
with her. She doesn’t know how she knows the 
hands that wove her bindings are here, but she 
knows. 

“Ah,” says a second voice, an elf voice, the 
elf-wizard that bound her . “My dear child, 
you’re awake. We were worried about you.” 

She feels like she is watching a play that has 
been staged every night of a festival, only the 
players seem to expect her to take part in it as 
well. “Child” is not a part she cares to play, even 
to someone who must be one of the king’s 
advisors. There are few elves, and even fewer 
dwarves, and none of them seem to find work 
anywhere outside the king’s court. 

“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
the second voice. 

The threads shift beneath her senses. She can 
move the stillness threads, though the dwarf-spun 
ones take a little more effort than the elven. She 
cannot shift the looping bind although something 
about it seems older and less refined than the 
others. Power over technique, perhaps, although 
she doubts her own threads would be any 
smoother. Can she spin her own threads? Has she 
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ever tried? The thread of spun death flexes but 
she cannot untie it as it is. 

The second voice continues, “We found you 
wandering in the snow and you’ve been full of 
fever for days.” 

She will move these stillness threads to the 
others. The weaker elven threads to bind the 
human first voice, the stronger dwarven threads 
to bind the second elven voice or the unheard 
dwarf. She will need to knot them further to 
make them bind more tightly than she was 
bound. Only the first voice is near enough at the 
moment. Should she move now or wait for a 
better moment? 

The second voice carries on, “We need to 
know who you are so we can contact your family 
and let them know you’re safe.” 

Who she is. She doesn’t know who she is, but 
perhaps what is more important. She is not 
human, or elf, or dwarf. All that is left is dragon, 
despite the only dragons she knows of are the 
king and, before that, his father. 

The thought of one makes her feel angry and 
hurt, the other makes her feel protective. She 
feels a duty to one and not the other. What duty 
does an unknown have to a dead king? 

How does she know he’s dead? How does she 
know anything? 
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“Can you not speak?” asks the second voice 
with sweet but insincere concern. “Are you not 
with us?” 

She snarls silently beneath her mask. It is 
better not to show that they have angered her. It 
is better not to show the stillness bindings have 
so little power over her. Still, she needs to make 
some sign she is alive. She croaks. A faint sound 
but still a noise, still proof that she exists in 
whatever place this is. 

“She’s not responding,” the first voice says. 
He’s a bastard. He will also pay. 
“Send her off,” says the second voice. 
She croaks a pitifully weak “no.” 
It works well enough that the second voice 

says, “Ah, you can talk.” 
She croaks, “Just.” 
She smiles beneath her mask. 
“Would you like some water?” the second 

voice asks. 
She raises her hand. Let them think she has no 

strength to fight the binding on her throat and can 
only move her arms as they intended. 

“Get her some water,” the second voice 
commands. 

She expects and hears the first voice’s 
movement: steps, liquid pouring from one 
container to another, more steps getting closer. 



Goodbye, Snow Child 

145 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
a rough arm across the back of her shoulders. 
The container is held to her lips without any 
question of whether she’s ready. 

She isn’t but she catches up quickly, before 
the sweet, cold water can be inhaled instead of 
drunk. 

“Good girl,” says the second voice. 
She can feel her anger strengthening, from an 

ember in her stomach to a fire that licks at the 
edges of her mind. It would be easy to let it go 
and stoke it into a wild bonfire but she can’t 
guarantee she would secure anything other than 
her death. 

“You have become quite well known,” says 
the second voice. “Everyone here asks us how 
you are and if we’ve solved the little mystery of 
who you are, yet.” 

Which probably means there is someone who 
doesn’t want her to know, to remember. Why 
else would two wizards who could only be the 
king’s own advisors be watching her? 

She grunts to show she’s heard, in case 
staying silent results in harm. 

The second voice adds, “Even His Majesty, 
the King, has asked about you.” 

There are many feelings. The strongest and 
loudest is her anger turning to rage but that’s 
because it springs from the others; 
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disappointment, hurt, fear. She needs to hurt as 
she has been hurt. She needs to defend… 
something. The king has caused her hurt and 
disappointment. She must defend… whatever it 
is from him. 

“Kind of him,” she says with bite. 
“So,” says the second voice, “who are you?” 
She slips the elven stillness threads from 

herself to the first voice, who still holds her in a 
sitting position. It will be a while before the 
others notice he is bound because she also puts 
an extra knot in a thread that should have bound 
her own voice to make it impossible for him to 
speak. She holds the dwarven stillness threads 
and stokes her strength with the rage the second 
voice raised. She needs to decide which of them 
to go for. 

“You don’t know?” the second voice asks. 
Perhaps there are enough threads that she can 

try for both. 
“Come closer,” she says. “Come closer and 

I’ll tell you who I am.” 
The first voice tries to speak and shift about in 

his binding. She feels the threads flex a little and 
then wrap around him tighter. She smiles again 
beneath her mask. 

The second voice’s uncertainty lasts a couple 
of heartbeats before it’s broken by the elf-wizard 
stepping closer. She can feel them bending over 
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her, she can feel the threads that remain thicken 
and strengthen with the closeness. 

It will take less energy to bind him with the 
dwarven threads. She won’t need all of them if 
she knots carefully to cover the relevant points. 

“Tell me,” the second voice whispers. 
They sound caught between eagerness and 

terror. Perhaps they don’t really know the 
answer, after all. She ties them up, regardless. 
Knotting them so that they cannot wave their 
hands to set off any dormant thread controls. 

“Thank you,” she whispers to the second 
voice as she pulls the mask from her face. 

“Your Ma—Highness!” the elf-wizard 
exclaims. 

She should never have stepped aside for her 
brother. She should never have accepted his 
appearance as proof that he was the rightful ruler. 
She was the one who was trained to it, not him. 

It smells like the world is burning and then— 
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She wakes. 
There is no point fighting the magical threads 

that bind her. She touches the threads gently, 
finding both elven and dwarven stillness binding 
her throat and body, some kind of binding loop 
by a third hand, and death in purely dwarven 
design. All of this and a velvet mask to hide her 
face in case her jailers recognise her. 

There’s a voice, though it takes her a moment 
to comprehend what he’s saying. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
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She’ll get to him. First she must focus on the 
elf and dwarf that bound her, that oversee her 
captivity. How does she know they’re there? 

“Ah,” says a second voice, an elf voice, the 
elf-wizard that bound her. “My dear child, you’re 
awake. We were worried about you.” 

She is tired of being called “child”, although 
she cannot remember hearing it before. 

“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
that second voice. 

The threads shift as she touches them. The 
dwarven stillness threads hold a little tighter than 
the elven but they will all move. The threads that 
seem to loop feel older, more primitive and 
rougher than the others. It could easily be as old 
as time and just as certain. She can’t move them. 
Death… Death might be shifted but she can’t 
quite grasp the threads. 

The second voice continues, “We found you 
wandering in the snow and you’ve been full of 
fever for days.” 

She toys with altering the pattern and texture 
of the stillness threads as she works out where 
she must put them on the human helper and the 
elf-wizard. She knows she must bind the dwarf-
wizard’s hands. He likes the showmanship of 
gestures. He relies on them. She remembers that 
from somewhere. 
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The second voice carries on, “We need to 
know who you are so we can contact your family 
and let them know you’re safe.” 

Who she is, when what is more important. 
They think her only human like her mother but 
she isn’t human. Nor is she elf or dwarf. She is 
dragon, like her father, or close enough to have 
something of his magic after all. 

“Can you not speak?” asks the second voice 
with sweet but insincere concern. “Are you not 
with us?” 

She should remember this one. She should 
remember who they are because surely they 
served her father before they served the current 
king? She does not remember their voice beyond 
this prison. They should also know her well 
enough not to do this, too, but she feels that they 
don’t recognise her. Yet. 

She croaks. A purposefully faint sound but 
still a noise, still proof that she exists in whatever 
place this is. 

“She’s not responding,” the first voice says. 
She should remember that bastard, too, but she 

cannot think of anything beyond whatever walls 
currently contain her. 

“Send her off,” says the second voice. 
She croaks again, a pitifully weak “no.” 
It fools the second voice well enough. “Ah, 

you can talk.” 
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She croaks, “Just.” 
She smiles beneath her mask. 
“Would you like some water?” the second 

voice asks. 
She raises her hand, maintaining the pretence 

that the bindings still hold her. 
“Get her some water,” the second voice 

commands. 
She expects and hears the first voice’s 

movement: steps, liquid pouring from one 
container to another, more steps getting closer. 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
a rough arm across the back of her shoulders. 
The container is held to her lips and she drinks 
the sweet, cold water. 

“Good girl,” says the second voice. 
She does her best to ignore it. She doesn’t 

need any more anger to strengthen her. She has 
reached her fill. 

“You have become quite well known,” says 
the second voice. “Everyone here asks us how 
you are and if we’ve solved the little mystery of 
who you are, yet.” 

She grunts to show she’s heard. 
The dwarf is scared she will remember. Or the 

king is. Having a rival around, no matter how 
little she wants to rival him, was always going to 
be a problem. Even without realising her share of 
her father’s magic, there are many humans who 
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would follow her for being only human like 
them. She must have been stupid not to realise 
she was so much of a threat sooner. 

The second voice says, “Even His Majesty, 
the King, has asked about you.” 

There are many feelings. The strongest and 
loudest is her rage but that’s because it springs 
from the others; the disappointment that her 
brother would do this, hurt that he would not 
trust her, fear that he might win. She needs to 
hurt as she has been hurt. She needs to defend… 
the kingdom from a king who would imprison 
his sister. A king who only has the appearance, 
not the ability. 

“Kind of him,” she says with bite. 
“So,” says the second voice, “who are you?” 
She slips the elven stillness threads from 

herself to the first voice, who still holds her in a 
sitting position. She puts an extra knot in a thread 
that holds his throat as it should have held hers to 
keep him quiet. She holds the dwarven stillness 
threads and stokes her strength with the rage her 
brother inspires. She will need it to take the other 
two down. 

“You don’t know?” the second voice asks. 
She must tie the elf’s joints and voice with as 

few threads as possible. 
“Come closer,” she says. “Come closer and 

I’ll tell you who I am.” 
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She hears something extra in the first voice’s 
breathing as if he tries to speak and shift about in 
his binding but she feels nothing in the threads 
she tied around him. She smiles her hunter’s 
smile beneath her mask. 

The second voice’s pause lasts a couple of 
heartbeats before they give in to curiosity and 
steps closer. It’s only a wonder that the watching, 
unheard dwarf doesn’t kill them for it. The elf-
wizard bends over her and she can feel the magic 
threads they created, now tied to the human first 
voice, thicken and strengthen with the closeness. 
The elf’s proximity also means it will take less 
energy to shift the dwarven threads to them. If 
she knots carefully to cover the relevant points, 
she won’t need many. 

“Tell me,” the second voice whispers. 
They sound caught between eagerness and 

terror. She knots them up in threads so tightly 
and quickly, they never have chance to ask again. 
She steals their voice last, to ensure they cannot 
alert the dwarf to his coming doom. She will 
need to approach him with more care. He’s wily. 
He raised the king in whatever hiding place it 
was. He will have both power and technique. 

“The correct form of address,” she whispers to 
the second voice, “is ‘Your Majesty’,” although 
that will only be true if she defeats her brother 
and reclaims the throne. 
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The dwarf’s threads are so strong, she can’t 
even feel a small amount of flex as the elf-wizard 
no doubt tries to escape. 

She turns her masked face in the direction she 
knows she has to look in. She should remove her 
mask to see him—she can’t know where he is 
without looking—but she casts the stillness 
threads that remain over where something inside 
her knows his hands are. 

The threads catch, then flex and stretch but 
hold. She has no idea over what. 

She raises her hands, removes her mask with 
one hand while rising to her feet. She finds the 
dwarf sitting in an armchair in the otherwise 
sparsely furnished room. There’s a wave of anger 
and hurt pride. She’d trusted him, she’d trusted 
her brother. She had stepped down because kings 
were better positioned than queens. She had 
stepped aside because her brother had seemed as 
golden and strong as her father. 

“Hello,” she says. 
The dwarf’s hands can only twitch as he tries 

to gesture. The threads don’t hold still like the 
others do. The dwarf is strong enough to fight his 
own magic but he can’t quite beat her knots. Yet. 

“Do you want me to remember who I am?” 
she asks. “Or am I somehow supposed to prove I 
really have forgotten?” 
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The dwarf smiles, a little forced while he 
continues to fight the bindings on his hands. “It 
doesn’t matter.” 

The twitching of his hands becomes a circular 
movement, as if flexing his wrists. 

“I only needed to make you mad enough for 
no-one to believe you if you live,” he says. “But 
you had to fight me and prove my distrust was 
well placed. So you’ll die.” 

He gestures with one hand. 
It smells like the world is burning and then— 
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She wakes. 
She touches the magical threads that bind her 

gently. The bindings on her throat and torso are 
both elven and dwarven stillness. Besides them 
she finds thick threads woven into a dwarven 
pattern of death that awaits someone’s—it can 
only be the new king’s advisor and uncle—final 
instruction. There’s a third type of thread, thick 
and old and primitive, that seems to be some 
kind of binding loop. Despite all this magic, 
someone has also seen fit to hid her face with an 
airless, sightless velvet mask. She is supposed to 
go quietly and unrecognised to her death. 

There’s a familiar and contemptible voice, 
though it takes her a moment to comprehend 
what her human jailer is saying. 

“—start. She’s awake.” 
She’ll get to him but he is less important. 

Humans have no magic and that makes him less 
dangerous than the elf and the dwarf that bound 
her, that oversee her captivity. The threads they 
wove sing with their closeness, like strings on an 
instrument being strummed. 

“Ah,” says a second voice, the elf-wizard’s 
voice . “My dear child, you’re awake. We were 
worried about you.” 
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If she had a voice without playing with the 
threads, she would sigh tiredly. Or perhaps laugh 
at the wizard’s arrogance before she breaks them. 
She might feel a little guilty about the lack of 
politeness for a while but she would also get over 
it. 

“You’re something of a mystery to us,” says 
that second voice. 

The threads shift as beneath her touch. The 
threads that hold her still can be moved and 
shifted to others. She just has to divide them 
amongst the two known and the third, unseen 
jailer. 

The second voice continues, “We found you 
wandering in the snow and you’ve been full of 
fever for days.” 

She could alter the pattern and texture of the 
stillness threads, make them hold more tightly so 
that the human and elf use fewer. They bother 
her less and will step away from her in fear and 
horror once she has convinced them of their 
mistake. The dwarf-wizard is more of a problem. 
He will not stop because he is driven to protect 
the nephew he loves like a son. At the very least, 
she must bind his hands to stop his showy 
gestures. He relies on them. She remembers that. 

Perhaps she can kill him with his own woven 
death spells, although they shift only slightly 
under her touch. 



Jo Thomas	

158 

The second voice carries on, “We need to 
know who you are so we can contact your family 
and let them know you’re safe.” 

Who she is, when what is more important. 
Too tall for a dwarf, too solid for an elf, she can 
only be a dragon, to sense magic like this. As 
there are precious few dragons in to chose from, 
she can only be her father’s daughter, not a 
human like her mother, like everyone always 
assumed she was. Like her brother assumed he 
was when he returned and claimed the throne 
because he looked the part. It is hard to 
remember before. It is impossible to remember 
how she knows these things. 

“Can you not speak?” asks the second voice 
with sweet but insincere concern. “Are you not 
with us?” 

She should remember this one because surely 
they served her father before they served the 
current king. Her, they must have served her 
because she knows that the old dragon king died 
three years before his son returned and the old 
king’s wife, the queen, died five years before 
that. But she does not remember a name to go 
with the voice, a shared time before this prison. 
But it would seem the elf doesn’t recognise her, 
either. 

She croaks. A purposefully faint sound that 
edges around her bindings and makes enough 
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noise to prove that she exists without showing 
her true strength. 

“She’s not responding,” the first voice says. 
She should remember that bastard, too. 

Perhaps he’s a King’s Guard. 
“Send her off,” says the second voice. 
She croaks again, a pitifully weak “no,” that 

won’t alert them to her abilities. 
It fools the second voice well enough. “Ah, 

you can talk.” 
She croaks, “Just.” 
She smiles beneath her mask. 
“Would you like some water?” the second 

voice asks. 
She raises her hand, maintaining the pretence 

that the bindings still hold the rest of her. 
“Get her some water,” the second voice 

commands. 
She expects and hears the first voice’s 

movement: steps, liquid pouring from one 
container to another, more steps getting closer. 

“Here,” says the first voice and she’s lifted up, 
his rough arm stretching the bindings just a little 
as it comes across her back, around her 
shoulders. The container is held to her lips and 
she drinks the sweet, cold water. She has a vague 
memory from nowhere of choking on it and she 
has to hide the shiver that would prove the 
bindings no longer hold her properly. 
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“Good girl,” says the second voice. 
The little burst of anger the elf’s patronising 

tone causes is enough for her to shift one of the 
death threads slightly sideways. She freezes more 
than her bindings demand of her as she waits to 
see if the dwarf noticed. 

“You have become quite well known,” says 
the second voice. “Everyone here asks us how 
you are and if we’ve solved the little mystery of 
who you are, yet.” 

She grunts at the elf-wizard, to show she’s 
heard. 

The second voice says, “Even His Majesty, 
the King, has asked about you.” 

“Kind of him,” she says dryly. 
The dwarf, and her brother, should have let 

her walk away. She was happy to step aside and 
let someone else rule, to take a peaceful life in a 
quiet convent where she could fake her belief in 
the gods and study any book she could find. 
Instead, they both had to assume that she was as 
paranoid and power-hungry as they were and 
imprison her. This single decision is a sign of 
how untrustworthy, how power-hungry, how 
unsuitable for rule either of them are. They 
deserve what they have coming. 

“So,” says the second voice, “who are you?” 
She slips a number of the elven stillness 

threads from herself to the first voice, who still 
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holds her up. The threads slide easily over the 
physical connection and she weaves an extra 
pattern in them, making a rope from disparate 
threads, so that the will be held rigidly still 
unable to do more than breathe. She starts to 
prepare a mixture of the remaining elven threads 
and a couple of the dwarf threads to form a 
stronger rope to hold the second voice. The 
remaining dwarven stillness threads must bind 
the unheard dwarf-wizard, her uncle, but she 
wants to twist them in with the death sentence he 
has waiting for her. She must work on that—
quickly—once she is free from sorting the elf-
wizard. 

“You don’t know?” the second voice asks. 
She ties the elf’s joints and voice with knots 

that will start loosely, not alerting the elf to their 
presence, and tighten with both time and 
struggle. 

“Come closer,” she whispers, faking 
continued weakness. “Come closer and I’ll tell 
you who I am.” 

She hears a change in the first voice’s 
breathing. Perhaps he would like to warn the 
others but he can’t. The rope that binds him 
doesn’t feel any different, so it remains far 
stronger than him. She smiles again beneath her 
mask. 
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The second voice’s pause lasts a couple of 
heartbeats before they give in to curiosity and 
steps closer. The watching dwarf should kill her 
now and save himself some bother. He doesn’t. 
While the elf-wizard bends over her, she quietly 
loops the rope of magic she intends for her 
unseen uncle, ready to throw it in his direction—
when she knows what that direction is. The 
vibrations of the threads he contributed, the sign 
that he is close by, don’t help her guess. Perhaps 
her sense is confused by the way the elven magic 
threads thicken and strengthen with the elf-
wizard’s closeness. 

“Tell me,” the second voice whispers. 
Their voice holds both eagerness and terror. If 

she tells them the truth, it will make the terror 
win. She knots them up, stealing their voice last, 
to ensure they cannot alert the dwarf to his 
coming doom. He will be wily, with both power 
and technique after years more practice than she 
has had. She needs surprise or she will fail. 

As the elf becomes caught, she twists the 
remaining dwarven threads into a rope for her 
uncle. She puts in extra knots to ensure the death 
threads will hold even if the stillness doesn’t. 

“The correct form of address,” she whispers to 
the second voice, “is ‘Your Majesty’.” 

She removes her mask, letting the elf see her 
face and letting her see theirs. They pale. 
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She turns to look in the direction she knows, 
somehow, is the right one. 

She throws. 
The rope catches, then flexes and stretches but 

holds. It feels like the rope has caught on the 
dwarf’s hands. He shows no signs of distress or 
noticing that his magic has been displaced. 
Perhaps he is better than that. 

“Hello, uncle,” she says. 
The dwarf’s hands can only twitch as he tries 

to gesture. He is fighting but he can’t quite beat 
her knots. Yet. 

“Why?” she asks, simply. 
Why could he not just let her be? 
The dwarf’s smile is strained as he continues 

to fight the bindings on his hands. “It doesn’t 
matter.” 

“It does,” she replies. 
His hands continue to twitch as he fights 

against his own magic. 
“You ran away,” he says. “You ran to find 

support for your useless, human claim to the 
throne.” 

The right of her mother’s blood? Useless? Ha! 
“I did not.” 
She suddenly remembers walking into the 

snow, leaving because there was nothing else to 
stay for. It was stupid to leave in bad weather. If 
they’d asked her without this artifice, though, she 
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would have told them she had been heading for 
the convent her “useless” mother founded. 

“You couldn’t accept being displaced by your 
older brother, a dragon, your father’s true heir, 
despite the lies you told the nobles,” the dwarf 
accuses. 

“I am also a dragon,” she says. 
There is no point denying his assumptions 

now. If her feelings about being a queen, rightful 
or otherwise, hadn’t been clear to him before, 
they are hardly going to be proven by her 
repeating herself. Well, she assumes it would be 
repeating herself. She still doesn’t quite 
remember any of what happened before waking 
here. She merely knows it. 

The dwarf laughs. “Impossible.” 
She points at the hands he continues to twitch. 

“Then who else bound you, dwarf?” 
“A coincidence,” he says. “You have no 

magic and you certainly can’t have learnt any 
during your illness, nor your few moments of 
lucidity.” 

His response jars and she touches the threads 
left behind, the unknown loop. She has a sudden 
flash of actual memory. Father, she thinks. 
Father telling me to keep doing it again until I 
got it right. She has another flash, or seventeen, 
as she suddenly recalls the other times the 
magical loop has run. 
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“I may not have the appearance of a dragon,” 
she concedes, “or even all the magic. But I have 
the most important characteristic.” 

The hand twitches pause for a while. 
She doesn’t explain herself. 
The twitching resumes. “You were born a 

human, you will die a human.” 
Her brother has left his egg days and his dwarf 

days behind him to become that rare, shining, 
golden figure. She merely has the figure of a 
human. 

“Does my brother have any dragon magic?” 
she asks. 

The twitching of the dwarf-wizard’s hands 
becomes a circular movement, as if flexing his 
wrists. “You’ll never know.” 

“Oh,” she says, recognising what happens 
next, “I will.” 

He gestures with one hand. 
He has enough time to look as pale and 

horrified as the elf-wizard did before his own 
magic kills him. 
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There was once a child whose father tried to burn 
him in an oven. 

“He will not speak,” the father explained, over 
the mother’s weak and sleepy protests. “Two 
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winters and two summers old, and still he will 
not speak a word, only stares. That’s faerie 
business, right enough. There’s only one cure for 
it. Burn the faerie child. It will leap up the 
chimney and escape, and the one that you bore 
will come back to you.” 

The child screamed in the flames, and his 
mother wept, until even the frustrated father 
knew his true child was not coming back, and 
reluctantly pulled the false one back out, burned 
and gasping, but alive. 

In the next village over, there was a child 
whose mother tried to drown her in the river. She 
would not stop crying, that child; she would not 
look her mother in the eye. She looked, mostly, 
at buttons, rolling them round and round in her 
hands. Faerie business, said the mother, and so it 
went. 

The boy grew older, and his father beat him. 
He had learned to speak, set the table, chop 
firewood, but it did not help. He stared into space 
while chopping. He repeated the other boys’ 
words. He had taught himself to read in the 
family’s one threadbare book, which his brothers 
could not do, but as often as not, he could not 
remember his simple instructions. 

“You think you’re so clever,” said the father, 
“just because you’re a faerie? I’ll show you 
clever.” 
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The girl grew older, and she ran away from 
home. It was not her home anyway; she was not 
a human. Her mother told her to stop crying at 
the sound of iron scissors at the whetknife; or 
else run back where she came from. So she ran. 

She did not know where she was supposed to 
have come from. She ran until her feet gave out, 
and she fell next to a thornbush. Before long, she 
noticed an eye, not quite human, watching her 
from the tangle. An arm, green and knotted with 
thorns, reached out. A faerie man. 

“Love and obey me,” said the faerie man, 
“forever and ever, and I will make sure you are 
never hurt again.” 

The boy grew older, and his parents left him 
in the forest, instructing him never to come back. 
The boy had learned to speak, but not to disobey 
rules. He sat and stared into the leaves, and the 
night came and went, and the morning crawled 
along. He stared until a beautiful woman, made 
of rolled and twisted leaves, reached out to him. 

“Tell me I am the fairest of all,” said the faerie 
woman, “and I will keep you safe.” 

Time passed. 
The girl became a woman. 
The boy became a man. 
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The man made of thorns took the girl, Siofra, 
to his tower of thorns. He told her to love him, 
and she did. He had no name, so he told her to 
call him her King, the fairest of all, and she did. 

Siofra loved him. Even when he locked her 
alone in his thorn-tower for days at a time. Even 
when he cut open her skin to write his name on 
her bones. He told her to obey, and she did. 

He forgot to tell her not to question. 
The thorn-King lived in a high forest more of 

clouds than trees: clouds that were thick and 
could be walked across, if you were a sure-footed 
faerie. Siofra often looked out of the tower’s 
window at the cloud-animals, pale blue otters 
and goats and porpoises, running and playing 
amid the soft white hills. 

“Why must I stay alone in the tower so 
often?” she asked the King. 

“My dear,” said the King, “I do love you, but 
the burden of caring for you weighs heavily upon 
me. You cry so often, and you never stop 
speaking, and you are constantly rolling stones 
and buttons between your hands. You are lucky 
to have a carer as understanding as I, and even I 
must have respite. Time to cavort and lie with 
others, so that I am not entirely drained by your 
presence, and can protect you as I wish.” 

“That sounds very interesting,” said Siofra. “I 
am glad that you have something interesting to 
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do. May I also cavort with others? Perhaps they 
could help care for me, and then your burden 
would not be so great, and I would not have to 
stay in the tower alone.” 

“Oh, no, my dear,” said the King. “Going 
outside the palace is too dangerous for you. You 
would fall through the clouds and break on the 
faraway ground. If a creature of Faerie besides 
myself even touched you, as delicate as you are, 
you would instantly die. Stay in the palace.” 

“All right,” said Siofra. 
Another time, she asked, “Why must you cut 

open my skin and write your name on my bones, 
when it makes me cry with pain and leaves such 
marks?” 

“It is a spell,” said the King. “If I do this every 
month, it will create a shield around you to repel 
the touch of other creatures. It would save you, 
should anything terrible ever come into the 
palace and seek you.” 

“All right,” said Siofra. 
The King was good, she told herself. He was 

patient. He put up with her questions. He gave 
her pleasure at night. And he did such difficult, 
painful work to protect her, even though she 
cried. He told her to love and obey, and she did. 
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The man, Mahon, also lived in Faerie now, 
with the green and curling leaf-woman whom he 
called his Queen. They had a cottage high in the 
greenery of a forest thicker and wilder than that 
of Mahon’s childhood. Every day he descended 
five hundred steps down a spiraling bark ladder, 
as faerie jaguars and monkeys watched and 
insects sang. He walked the steps carefully, for 
there was no railing, and it took both hands to 
carry the heavy clay jug with which he drew 
water from the river every day. Once, he had 
found human bones half-buried in the dirt below 
the cottage-tree: another man, or a woman 
perhaps, who had pitched off the side of the tree. 

Poisonous spines, thin as thistledown, lined 
the palms of the Queen’s hands. When Mahon 
was very, very good—when he followed every 
rule exactly, and smiled, and pretended that there 
were no insect bites or blisters on the soles of his 
feet—she did not rake the spines down his burn 
scars at night. 

“You are nothing,” she murmured, on those 
good nights, touching his cheek with the back of 
her hand. “A mortal castoff, worthless to them 
and to Faerie. But I think I will keep you. What 
am I to you, insect?” 

“The fairest of all,” said Mahon. That was the 
rule. 
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He had learned the everyday rules: the 
morning trek to the river, how to clean the bark 
house, what he must say, what he must not say. 
But every morning there were new rules, and 
more often than not, he could not remember 
them. On those days, the Queen hurt him badly 
indeed. 

One morning, while the Queen brushed her 
leafy hair, her favorite ring fell from her finger. It 
was a golden ring, set with a luminous white 
stone in the shape of a full moon. It bounced 
across the bark floor and fell hundreds of feet to 
the shadowed ground, where it was immediately 
snapped up by a passing crocodile. 

“My ring,” the Queen shrieked. “My ring!” 
Mahon, who had been measuring out a vial of 

distilled sunlight for the Queen’s breakfast, 
hurried to her. “Your ring?” 

“Do not repeat my words like an imbecile,” 
said the Queen. “Your banging about in the 
kitchen distracted me, and my moon-ring fell 
from my finger. You are to blame. Fetch my ring 
from that crocodile, or I will tear the limbs from 
your body like the insect you are.” 

“I will,” said Mahon. 

 
Once, Siofra’s King left for a very long time, 

and she grew restless. Her food, which he had 
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left with her to cover a day or two, ran low, and 
her stomach began to ache. 

A rebellious streak grew in her then, but she 
kept it down. She would not really break the 
rules, not yet. She would only toe their edges. If 
she was still obedient, yet in some slight danger, 
perhaps the King would hurry home. 

She leaned out the window, and leaned, and 
leaned, until only the clench of her hands on the 
thorny sill kept her from toppling out. 

Nothing happened, but she found that she 
liked the feeling, the careful balance, the almost 
fall. So she did it again. Over and over, a 
distraction from the empty tower and her 
gnawing belly. 

But animals had always liked Siofra, and soon 
enough, one of the blue cloud-otters crawled to 
the tower’s base. This close, Siofra could see that 
they were large, the size of Siofra or her King, 
and stood on two legs like a human. She felt a 
twinge of curiosity—but, of course, it was 
dangerous for her to speak to creatures of Faerie. 

“Excuse me,” said the otter. “You are hanging 
very alarmingly out of that window. Are you all 
right? Do you need anything?” 

“I don’t know,” said Siofra. The King was 
always sure what she needed. It had never 
occurred to her someone would ask. “Wait, yes. 
If you have any food. That would be splendid. 
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You see, I am trapped here and have no food 
left.” She paused, and then remembered that, as a 
human, she had always been taught to ask 
politely. “Please.” 

“Do you like fish?” said the otter. “Hold on a 
moment.” 

The otter flopped on their belly and slid down 
the flank of the cloud. 

Siofra watched them go, worrying. The King 
said everything here wished to harm her. She did 
not have the sense of a normal human or faerie, 
who can tell from the shift of an eye when 
someone means them ill. The otter might mean 
her ill, and she would never know. Until she ate 
the poisoned fish and sickened and died, or was 
sliced into ribbons by their cruel otter claws. 

But she was very, very hungry. Surely not all 
otters in the whole land could wish her ill. And if 
this one did, well, perhaps the King would hurry 
back to save her. 

She dug in her meagre belongings, and found 
the most beautiful of all of them, a tiny button 
made of a twinkling semiprecious stone. Then 
she leaned out the window and waited. 

 
The day was hot, when Mahon set out to find 

the ring, and the air was thick with mist. He 
carried a small jar of honey to keep up his 
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strength, for it would likely be a long walk 
before he found the crocodile. He had seen it 
crawling west, so he walked west until he came 
to the river. The river was wide, full of 
dangerous fish. It churned thick and slow toward 
the crystal crags miles away. 

In the mud at the river’s bank, there were two 
crocodile footprints, veering downriver. So 
Mahon turned in that direction, looking for the 
telltale ripples in the water that meant a floating 
log or stick was really a reptile. 

As soon as he turned, he saw a column of ants, 
each one a translucent creature carved from 
crystal and gold. They were hurrying up and 
down a great tree, as fast as Mahon had ever seen 
ants move. 

“Good day to you,” said the ants. 
“Good day,” said Mahon. Speaking when 

spoken to was a rule. 
“Ah,” said the ants, “but it is not a good day 

for us. Our queen was caught in the ruby-and-
hematite chelicerae of a terrible spider. We must 
grow another one, quickly, with all the sweet 
things we can find, or there will be no more of 
us. Will you give us some of that honey?” 

“I will,” said Mahon. He opened his jar of 
honey, set it down, and went on his way empty-
handed. 
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The river wound on. River dolphins breached 
the surface, spraying clear water, and eels 
crackled with energy in the shallows, but there 
were no crocodiles to be seen. Mahon walked all 
through the morning and into the afternoon, until 
the blisters on his feet opened. Still he walked, 
disinclined to complain. He was not sure how he 
would persuade the crocodile, when he found it, 
to give up its prize. 

Presently he found a large frog hunched and 
shivering in the river. 

“You there,” said the frog. “Human. Stop.” 
Mahon stopped. Stopping when asked, no 

matter the activity, was a rule. 
“I have been cursed by a terrible witch,” said 

the frog, “and I can no longer touch my bare feet 
to ground. Yet I must get out of this river. Give 
me your shoes.” 

“I will,” said Mahon. He handed them over 
and limped on his way barefoot. 

 
Soon enough, Siofra’s otter returned, with a 

basket of fish in their jaw. They carefully 
climbed the wall of thorns that held up the tower, 
slipping between the sharp branches with an 
otter’s deftness, until they reached the 
windowsill and set the basket down. 
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“Wait,” said Siofra, because she remembered 
the rules. “I must give you something in return.” 
She set down the sparkling button on the 
windowsill, careful not to touch the otter, and 
they snatched it up. 

“You say you are trapped here,” said the otter. 
“Is the door stuck? Do you need help finding a 
way down? Should I get help?” 

“Oh, no,” said Siofra, “it’s just—” 
She tried to find a way to describe the King 

that did not make him sound wicked, or terribly 
foolish. She had many words, but she could 
never quite put them together in a way that suited 
the King. Without a button to roll between them, 
her hands flapped and flailed. 

“What?” said the otter, leaning in. Siofra had 
not expected them to lean in when they did, and 
her hand, by accident, smacked the otter’s side. 
The otter lost their balance, and went 
pinwheeling trying not to fall from the tower, 
until at last they fell forward and straight into 
Siofra. 

Siofra scrambled backwards, shrieking. The 
touch of a creature of Faerie, the King had 
warned her, would immediately kill her. 

“What?” said the otter. “Did I hurt you? I’m 
sorry!” 

“I’m sorry!” Siofra shrieked back, for she had 
not meant to destroy herself so foolishly, and that 
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was what the King would call her, when he 
found her dead body. A fool. 

“I’m sorry!” said the otter, who had no idea 
what might have panicked this strange-looking 
woman, but was sure it was their fault. 

“I’m sorry!” said Siofra again, for she had not 
meant to strike the otter, either, and striking 
another creature was terribly rude. 

Then there was a pause, and she looked down 
at her hand, where it had hit them. 

A creature of Faerie had touched her, and she 
was alive. 

She had thought she would die if it happened. 
No. She had thought that it would not happen. 

Because the King had built a shield to protect 
her. If his shield did not even work, then what 
had the point been of all of those nights of pain, 
when he cut into her bones? 

“What is it?” said the otter. 
She explained. Explaining it meant explaining 

the King, and explaining the King meant 
explaining everything about herself and where 
she had come from, and that meant explaining 
what a human was to this otter who had never 
seen one. It went on and on. By the end of it her 
throat was raw and her eyes screwed shut in 
frustration, but the otter listened. Fidgeting, 
smoothing down their fur, but out of fear and 
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concern, not boredom. The King had rarely 
listened to her talk so long. 
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“But,” said the otter, “I do not think you are 

not human. You say you are not the same as 
other humans, but I am not the same as other 
otters, either. I fidget and talk too long, and I get 
too excited about naming all the different kinds 
of fish. I can climb a tower of thorns and not be 
pricked, but when I am just walking or playing, I 
don’t notice where rocks and updrifts of cloud 
are and run straight into them. And when the 
other otters talk about otter things—being male 
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and female but never neither or both, and doing 
the dances of the seasons properly, and raising 
baby otters—it makes no sense to me. But I am 
an otter. I am only a strange otter. In truth, I am 
very glad to speak to you, for you seem to be a 
strange human in much the same way. That was 
why I came to the base of the tower to look at 
you, for you were rocking back and forth out the 
window back in, and it reminded me of my own 
rocking, which other otters think is ugly. My 
name is Brogan. What is yours?” 

“Siofra,” said Siofra. “Are you really like me? 
I do not think anyone here is like me, but then, I 
thought just a few minutes ago that if anyone 
here touched me, I would die. I have never met 
an otter before, or a person who is neither a 
woman nor a man, or a person who said they 
were like me.” 

“I am not one to question Kings,” said 
Brogan, “for every realm in Faerie has a 
Monarch and there is nothing one can do to stop 
that. I only try to stay out of their way. But your 
King sounds particularly unpleasant. Why don’t 
you try to escape?” 

“I cannot do that,” said Siofra. 
“Ah, but you can,” said Brogan. “You see, if 

you get to the edge of the realm with your heart’s 
desire, you can cross into a new one, and your 
King will have no power there. Do you know 
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what your heart’s desire might be? You seem 
extremely interesting, and I would like to help.” 

“I cannot do it,” said Siofra. She sat down 
heavily on the ground. Tears were coming soon, 
though she did not wish to annoy the otter with 
them. She could not think about all of it at once: 
touching a creature of Faerie and surviving, 
questioning the King, questioning if she was 
human, talk of escape. And Brogan would keep 
talking and talking if she let them. She would 
have, too, in their place. “Go away now, please.” 

Brogan scampered out the window without 
another word. 

 
Mahon walked by the river until it opened out 

into a small lake, sparkling with the sun. 
Halfway round, he came to a branch where a net 
of thick, hard vines hung down. Trapped in the 
net, and struggling fiercely, was an otter. They 
were as large as a woman or man and half-human 
in form, which was not strange to Mahon, as 
many faerie animals took such forms. They had 
long slender limbs and a long slender body, 
covered in short soft fur, and round paws at the 
end of their arms, and an otter’s face. The strange 
thing was their fur, which was not like any jungle 
otter’s fur; it was thinner and tinted pale blue, 
like the sky. 
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“Good day,” said Mahon. He did not normally 
speak first, but he could see that something was 
wrong, and he did not know what else to say. 

“Oh, not a good day,” the otter lamented. “Not 
a good day at all. This is a jaguar’s net, and I 
cannot chew through it. When she returns she 
will eat me up. But you are a human, with fingers 
and thumbs. Please, will you free me?” 

“I will,” said Mahon. He did not think he 
could open this net with his fingers alone, but he 
was not used to creatures saying “please”, and 
could not think of what else to do but comply. 

He worked at the vines and knots dutifully. 
Mahon was clever with his hands, but the vines 
were very tough, and very tight. The otter 
squirmed with impatience. 

“Oh, woe is me,” said the otter. “You cannot 
do it, and I am doomed.” 

Mahon did not know what to say to that, so he 
said nothing, and looked around. He saw the 
bone of a capybara, half-stripped, lying in the 
mud by the riverside, and a large rock jutting out 
from the soil between the trees. He picked up the 
bone and shattered it over the rock. Then he 
picked up the largest bone shard, and sharpened 
it on the rock, until he had a blade sharp enough 
to prick his finger. 

Mahon picked up the blade and sawed through 
the vine net. The otter tumbled to the ground. 
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“Oh, thank you,” said the otter. “Thank you, 
sir!” 

“Thank you…” said Mahon. He did not know 
what to call the otter. 

“Neither sir nor ma’am,” said the otter. 
“‘Otter’ will do. Or ‘Brogan’, as that is my 
name.” Even now that they were free, the otter 
fidgeted as if in fear, flexing their paws over 
their arms and smoothing out their fur. They did 
not look Mahon in the eye, but that did not 
bother him. “Where did you come from? I do not 
often see humans here.” 

“A crocodile took a ring,” said Mahon. It took 
effort to put so many words together, and he said 
them slowly. “It went this way. I am looking for 
it.” 

“Was it a round ring, by any chance? Round 
so it can be rolled between the hands, with a 
round, white stone like the moon?” 

“Yes,” said Mahon. 
“I know exactly where it is,” said Brogan. “Go 

west from here, away from the river. Not more 
than ten minutes into the forest there is a 
clearing. You will find it there. I would go with 
you, but I am behind on catching fish for my 
supper. All you must do is ask nicely, and it will 
go well for you. Say that I sent you.” 

“I will,” said Mahon. 
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He turned and trudged deeper, on aching feet, 
into the shadow of the trees. 

 
He found the clearing soon enough. An old, 

tall tree had fallen. The space it made was 
already clogging with vines and bright flowers, 
eager saplings and rainbow-coloured 
mushrooms, but for now, the sun shone through. 
A figure sat on the fallen trunk, rolling a small 
object in its hands. A crocodile lay sleepily, 
resting its head in the figure’s lap. 

The object was the Queen’s ring. 
The figure was a woman. 
Mahon had not seen a human woman since he 

entered Faerie. She wore green-brown rags and a 
pair of shoes clumsily sewn out of leaves. A 
shock of red hair puffed out behind her head. 
Scars cris-crossed what he could see of her 
limbs, not burn scars like his, but thin lines, as if 
she had been cut open again and again. She was 
very beautiful, and entirely focused on what she 
had in her hands. She did not seem to notice him 
as he stood and stared, and stared. 

He was not permitted to stare at beautiful 
creatures; it made his Queen cross. But then, this 
woman had the ring, and he was definitely 
supposed to get the ring back. He remembered 
that he was supposed to ask nicely for it. There 
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was something else, though, that he no longer 
remembered. 

He wondered where she had come from. 
“May I please,” he said, and then stopped. It 

had been a long time since he had asked anyone 
for anything. 

She looked up, startled. She did not look at his 
eyes, but at his mouth, and his hands, and then at 
his bare feet. 

“Your feet are bleeding,” she said. 
“It was a long walk,” said Mahon. 
“Who are you?” said the woman. “You look 

human. Have you ever noticed how few faeries 
look human? I am the only one I have met aside 
from you. Are you in disguise? I cannot think of 
very many faeries who could take such a 
disguise. Where do you come from?” She spoke 
low and fast, and looked only intermittently at 
him. He did not mind. 

“I live with a Queen,” said Mahon. 
“Oh,” said the woman. Her face darkened. “I 

lived with a King, once. It was not very good. I 
don’t like Kings or Queens anymore. My name is 
Siofra.” 

“She has a ring,” Mahon persisted. He had to 
speak slow to get the words to come out right. “It 
is that ring you have there. It fell. She wants it 
back.” 

“I don’t like Queens,” Siofra repeated. 
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“I need it,” said Mahon. 
He wished he could remember the other thing 

he was supposed to do. 
“Well,” said Siofra, tilting her head, “I don’t 

like Queens, but I don’t much like the thought of 
raising a Queen’s ire, either. I am able to live as I 
please here because I stay out of the way and 
follow the rules. I would not want to change that. 
Come sit and rest your bleeding feet, and we will 
talk, and then I will give you back the ring. What 
is your name?” 

“Mahon,” said Mahon. 
He felt his way along the trunk and sat a short 

distance from her, making sure he was not on the 
same side of her as the crocodile. He could not 
stop staring at Siofra’s face, but she did not seem 
to mind being stared at. 

The crocodile eyed him lazily, then turned and 
crawled away, leaving them alone. 

“How did you get it?” asked Mahon. 
“Oh, that,” said Siofra. “Animals are the only 

thing I’m any good at. I do good turns for them, 
and I work out how to scratch them on the heads 
the way they like, and they do good turns for me 
in return. The crocodile knows I like round 
things, so he brought this one to me. I really like 
round things. How did you come to live with a 
Queen?” 
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Mahon haltingly explained. How something 
had been wrong with him from birth. How his 
parents had left him in the woods, and how the 
Queen had found him, and taught him to live by 
her rules. The Queen had told him that this was 
the natural order of things. Faeries were 
resourceful, and there was a use here for 
everything, even broken, scarred, imbecile men 
who were cast off as refuse elsewhere. 

“I do not think we are refuse,” said Siofra. “I 
think we are simply not human. We were put in 
the human world by mistake, so we came back. 
Maybe the human world is why we look human. 
Maybe humanity is like ink that sinks under your 
skin, until you cannot wash it out again.” 

“I think I am human,” said Mahon. “I am not 
very good at it.” 

“My friend Brogan says I am human,” said 
Siofra. “I don’t believe it. Humans are cruel, just 
like Kings and Queens. I am something else on 
the inside.” 

“Brogan,” said Mahon, and the memory came 
back. “I met them.” 

“They are my best friend. They live with me 
here. They catch fish for us to eat. I make things 
with my hands and find animal friends who can 
bring us the rest of what we need. They are also 
my lover, sometimes. That is how we live.” 
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“But you lived with a King once,” said 
Mahon. “Now you are here. How?” 

“I escaped,” said Siofra. 
“You cannot escape a Monarch,” said Mahon. 
“That is only what Monarchs tell you. I 

escaped. I was in a different one of Faerie’s 
realms, and I came here. My King could not 
follow.” 

“But it is a rule,” said Mahon. 
“I broke the rule.” 
“You cannot leave a Monarch’s domain.” 
“Yes, you can,” said Siofra. “I left mine. It is 

hard, but you can do it. There are places where 
the realms cross, portals. You can cross there, but 
only if you have your heart’s desire. My King 
lived in a domain of clouds, but I escaped, and 
now I am here. Brogan came with me. You could 
escape, too. Everyone can escape. They just 
don’t know it, because nobody tells them, but 
now I am telling you.” 

Mahon sat still and tried to absorb this. 
Perhaps she was wrong, or mad, or an illusion. A 
temptation. His Queen would certainly have 
thought it was wrong. Still… 

“How?” he said at last. 
She told him. 
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On that night when Brogan had first come to 
her, Siofra lay awake, long after crying herself 
out and eating the whole basket of fish. She 
dropped the bones out the window and watched 
them sink into the clouds, careful not to leave 
any evidence that she had eaten something 
forbidden. But then, she was not sure if she cared 
anymore about what the King did and didn’t 
allow. 

The King had lied. He had told her that, if a 
creature of Faerie touched her, she would die, but 
she had not. He had told her that his magic would 
repel other creatures, but it had not. 

He had told her that he loved her, but he 
locked her up alone like this so often. He had 
told her that he had to hurt her, to work his 
magic, but his magic was a lie. 

Everything had been a lie. 
She turned that over and over in her mind, 

spinning it like a wheel. 
If she was hungry and hurting here, and her 

old reasons for staying were lies, then why, after 
all, should she stay? 

Before dawn, she rose, dried her tears, and 
packed a few things in Brogan’s basket. She 
slung the basket over her arm, swung her legs 
over the window ledge, then climbed down the 
tower of thorns. She was not nearly so nimble as 
the otter. By the time she reached the bottom, her 



Ada Hoffman	

190 

arms and legs were bloody, but this was no 
unusual sensation to Siofra. 

She paused for a moment before the final step 
down. The King had said that if she set foot on 
the clouds, she would fall through. But he had 
lied about everything else, and the clouds looked 
solid enough to her. 

She closed her eyes and hopped off. 
The clouds came up to meet her a second 

later, soft but solid, like the featheriest 
bedspread. She fell into them, then scrambled to 
her feet and fell again, laughing with relief. 

A blue otter poked their nose up from behind 
the nearest cloud. 

“You again!” said Siofra. 
“You again!” said Brogan. “You changed your 

mind! I am so happy.” 
“I didn’t mean you had to go away forever,” 

said Siofra, suddenly realizing that Brogan might 
have thought of it that way. “I only needed to 
think. Are you upset?” 

“Not anymore!” said Brogan. “Do you want to 
go to the next realm now?” 

“Yes,” said Siofra, “but I can’t walk on these 
clouds, you see?” She fell again, to demonstrate. 

Brogan leapt up and belly-flopped beside her. 
“That’s no problem. You don’t have to walk 
here. You can crawl, scramble, slide on your 
belly. There are clouds you can even swim in. 
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That’s what otters like best. There are others that 
are nearly as solid as wood or stone. You can tell 
by sight, once you’ve learned the trick. I could 
lead you to those, if you prefer. But—oh, I 
should not ask. I should not even have waited 
here for you, when you had told me to go away, 
and I didn’t know yet that you only meant for a 
little while.” 

“I don’t mind,” said Siofra. “Can you tell me 
the way to the next realm?” 

Brogan pointed west, where the clouds were 
slate-blue in the predawn light. “But,” they said, 
“remember, it is not so simple as that. First you 
will have to find your heart’s desire, before the 
King catches wind of your escape.” 

“I have it,” Siofra said firmly, and began to 
crawl west. 

“May I come with you?” said Brogan. 
She agreed. Soon the two were crawling, 

slipping, and sliding across the clouds, laughing 
together, both talking more than either had talked 
in years. Siofra told Brogan about her family, 
about the King, about her love of buttons and 
circles, about the noises that hurt her and the 
noises that did not. Brogan told Siofra about the 
otter clans that lived in the clouds, about their 
childhood growing up with seven littermates, 
about their love of fish and food and climbing. 
About all of their favourite fish. About the other 
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otters, who had never tried to drown them as 
Siofra’s family had, but who had called them 
funny, then strange, then simply a terrible otter: 
always saying the wrong thing at the wrong 
moment, always saying too much, always 
fidgeting, never picking up on others’ unspoken 
wants. The two found their way to a road of 
packed cloud like pale sugar, and walked on, 
talking all the way. Neither had ever had a friend 
who would listen to them talk for so long, who 
was delighted to hear what they said. 

“There,” said Brogan at last, pointing to a 
shimmering archway in a topless cliff of cloud. 
“That is the border of the realm, or so I have 
been told. I have never been across. Are you sure 
you have your heart’s desire?” 

“Yes,” said Siofra. 
“Then goodspeed to you,” said Brogan, “and I 

hope you find a King who is more to your liking. 
Though—oh, it is selfish. I should not ask.” 

“What?” said Siofra. 
“It is selfish,” said Brogan. “But if you are 

willing, I should like to come with you. I do like 
many things here in the clouds, but I have not 
truly felt I belonged here. Not for a long time.” 

Siofra smiled. “Of course you can come, if 
you like. I like being with you. But I should ask 
you the same question, I suppose. Are you sure 
you have your heart’s—” 
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She was interrupted by a rumbling. Far away, 
in the patch of cloud where the King’s castle 
grew, something dark arose. A roiling cloud of 
thorns, as the King returned home to discover 
Siofra’s absence, and maybe even the hidden fish 
bones, and began to spread his power over the 
realm. 

“Hurry,” said Brogan, and they ran toward the 
archway. It was difficult to see what lay beyond 
it, other than a shimmer. Only the faint outlines 
of leaves could be seen, a suggestion of green. 

“Wait,” said Brogan suddenly, as they reached 
the arch’s edge. 

Siofra skidded to a halt, and looked over her 
shoulder fearfully. The thorn-storm on the 
horizon crackled with lightning. They had, 
perhaps, a minute before it reached them. 

“I—I shouldn’t ask. It is even more selfish 
than before. But—In case. Just in case it does not 
work, and we do not ever see each other again. 
May I kiss you?” 

Siofra stared at them, nervous: no one but the 
King had ever kissed her. Brogan shrank away, 
beginning to stammer an apology. But then 
Siofra took them by the face and kissed them. 

It was a short, fearful kiss, but she drew away 
smiling. She still liked kissing, after all; perhaps 
that part had not been a lie. 
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“Now come on,” she said, and taking each 
other’s hands, they leapt through the archway. 

The other side of the arch was a thick jungle, 
as verdant green as the clouds had been pale 
blue, humming with insects and birds. They 
came splashing into a shallow creek and, agape 
in triumphant surprise, climbed out onto dry 
ground. A monkey whooped in the distance. 
Siofra covered her ears, but she could not stop 
smiling. Brogan, impulsively, wrapped their 
arms around her, and she embraced them back. 
The air was thick, humid and hot, but there was 
no sign of any lightning, no gathering thorn-
storm. The King, deprived of the power his heart 
desired, could not reach here. 

“So,” said Siofra at last. 
“So,” said Brogan. 
“What was your heart’s desire?” 
“You first.” 
“Freedom,” said Siofra. 
“Oh,” said Brogan. They paused. “Yes, that is 

a good desire. That is quite logical. I approve.” 
They did not tell her, then or later, that they 

had hoped for another answer. That their own 
heart’s desire, born in the hope of that morning, 
had been her. 
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Mahon listened attentively to Siofra’s tale. By 
the time she was done, he had sewn two large 
leaves into his own pair of leaf-shoes, better 
stitched than hers, for Mahon was clever with his 
hands. He was not quite so clever with words. He 
had never imagined leaving his Queen, and he 
was not sure what to say to all these new ideas. 

“So you see,” said Siofra, “if you wished, you 
could leave like this, too. There are many other 
realms. Would you like to?” 

Mahon was quiet so long that he worried 
Siofra would forget she had asked. He turned the 
question over in his mind, and stared at her. 

“No,” he said at last. “I must return the 
Queen’s ring. It is a rule. I must go back.” 

Siofra’s face fell, but she nodded, and handed 
over the ring. “Then good journey to you. I hope 
we can meet again. I so rarely meet anyone who 
is like me. You are like me, I can tell, even 
though you do not say nearly so many words.” 

“Yes,” said Mahon. 
He was about to leave when Siofra sat up 

straighter on her log. “May I ask you one other 
thing?” 

“Yes,” said Mahon. 
“My King lay with any creature in Faerie he 

wished to,” said Siofra, “and I do not see why I 
should do differently. I have had many lovers. I 
adore touch. I am told this is not a thing one 
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should speak of directly, but I do not know 
another way. Brogan knows, and says it is all 
right. Because of this, I was wondering. It has 
been so interesting meeting you. Before you go, 
will you kiss me?” 

Mahon thought about it. She was very 
beautiful, sitting in her green bower in her 
raggedy clothes. The Queen would not approve. 
But he suddenly knew that he did not care. He 
could not leave his Queen, but he wanted one 
thing, a small thing, that was not hers. 

“I will,” he said, and he leaned in. 
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Brogan had not, of course, gone to catch fish. 
They had waited five minutes as Mahon 
disappeared into the jungle. Then they had gone 
roundabout, slipping and sliding through the 
leaves as otters do, until they found a spot where 
they could watch Siofra’s clearing undisturbed. 
Brogan was a curious being, and though Mahon 
was good and kind, something about him made 
Brogan’s fur stand on end. A change was 
coming, for good or for ill. 

They watched from the canopy as Mahon 
leaned in, as his lips met Siofra’s. It was a long 
kiss, lingering. Both of them smiled as they let 
go. 

No one had ever loved Brogan like Siofra. 
Before her, they had loved other otters, male and 
female, but it had never gone well. Sometimes 
their gender was the problem: You are sexless, 
insubstantial. I need a real woman, a real man, 
to raise my pups. More often it was their 
mind. You move wrong. You are careless. You do 
not notice what I need unless I tell you aloud. 
You do not show your feelings the way I show 
them. It is eerie. It is wrong. I do not like it. I 
cannot stay. Often, because Brogan could not 
easily read others’ moods, the first they heard of 
it was when their beloved had already moved on: 
when they took everything and set up with an 
otter man or woman whose mind was right. 



Ada Hoffman	

198 

Siofra said she loved Brogan; Siofra said she 
would not treat them like this, even if she loved 
others too. But this man—he was different. He 
did not speak as easily as the two of them, but he 
was like them on the inside, and he was human. 
Siofra could say what she liked, but even Siofra 
had not been through this before, to know what 
she might do. 

Yet, it would be shameful to say this to 
Siofra’s face. An accusation. So Brogan only 
watched from the trees. They trembled, and felt 
ashamed for trembling, and trembled still. 

 
After the kiss, Mahon put on his new leaf-

shoes, took up the ring, and journeyed home. 
His feet ached, and his blisters opened, despite 

the new shoes. He thought about Siofra, but it 
already was beginning to recede, like a dream. 
She was beautiful, but her tale was nonsense, like 
any dream; how could anyone leave their 
Monarch and live? 

By the time his Queen’s cottage drew near, he 
had forgotten half of it. Still, he kicked off his 
leaf-shoes before he ascended the long stairs. 
They would draw questions, and he did not want 
questions. 



Fairest of All 

199 

The Queen was sitting in the cottage’s front 
room, trailing her rootlike feet in a bucket of 
dew. Mahon knelt before her. 

“Here is your ring,” he said. 
“Took you long enough,” said the Queen. 

 
Days went by. Siofra waited for Mahon, but 

he did not return. She had decided her own fate 
in a night, but it had been the longest night of her 
life; it had not occurred to her that someone 
would take longer. 

She took to asking the animals of the jungle if 
they had seen him. Soon enough she found a frog 
wearing Mahon’s old shoes. 

“I know that one,” said the frog. “He’s not a 
bad sort. I’ll take you to him.” 

The frog led her to the foot of the Queen’s 
tree. There she waited long into the night, as 
Brogan had waited for her. 

In the morning, Mahon made his usual way 
down to the river. 

“Hello,” said Siofra. 
Mahon stopped still; then, hesitantly, he 

smiled. 
“How are you?” said Siofra. “How is the 

Queen treating you? Do you remember what I 
told you, in the clearing? Have you thought about 
it?” 
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“I do not know,” said Mahon. He had nearly 
convinced himself that it had been a dream, but 
that could not be right, if she was here in front of 
him again. And if it was not a dream… 

He did not know what to say. 
“I have been thinking of you incessantly,” said 

Siofra. “I like you. I do not want you to stay here 
and suffer. Why did I not see you again? Did I 
offend you? I have been told that my incessant 
talking offends many people.” 

“No,” said Mahon. “I like you, too.” 
“Do you like your Queen?” 
A pause. “She is the fairest of all.” 
“Yes, but do you like her?” 
Mahon looked down at the dark river, at the 

hungry toothed fish winding their way through. 
“No.” 

“Then why…?” 
“There are rules,” Mahon said, and he turned 

and went back up the stairs with his clay jug of 
water. 

 
In fact, Mahon was beginning to plan. 
He planned slowly, but the plan’s parts, as 

they came to him, were sure. Many things were 
now apparent to him. Siofra had not been a 
dream. She was real, and would come to him 
again, and if he did not remember every detail of 
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what she had told him anymore, he remembered 
enough. She lived free, without a Monarch, and 
she believed that Mahon could live that way, too. 

But Mahon did not want to run without 
thought, as Siofra had done. He would need 
supplies. He would need, if he remembered right, 
his heart’s desire. And he would need the Queen 
to become inattentive long enough for him to 
creep away. 

He would wait until she flew away to confer 
with the spirits of the trees, as she did sometimes, 
for a few hours or a day at most. He would wait 
until she did it twice. The first time, he would 
explain his plans to Siofra, slow as he was with 
his words. He would give her time to ask Brogan, 
because surely Brogan would need to agree, if 
Siofra was to help him with something so 
dangerous. The second time, after that, he would 
truly escape. 

Siofra met him at the river every morning, 
faithfully. Every morning, as he fetched the 
water, he palmed some small item, an article of 
clothing or a small bit of preserved food, or a 
tool, and tucked it away against the day that he 
left. Meanwhile, time passed, time that he could 
not properly count, in the neverending mists of 
the forest. 
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Apart from Mahon, Siofra’s life carried on 
much as it had before. Brogan splashed in the 
river and caught fish; Siofra gathered herbs and 
roots and built a fire to roast them. It was easy 
enough, for the jungle of Faerie was full of life 
and gave freely. 

It began to rain, and a jaguar cub limped by 
their clearing, having slipped and torn its leg. 
Siofra was not much of a healer, but she knew 
enough to clean the wound and wrap it in fresh 
leaves, and she gave the cub a fish to eat. 

After dinner, with nothing that needed making 
or mending, she slipped into the river with 
Brogan. They splashed and played, despite the 
rain, and slid on their bellies over the wet 
ground. At last they rolled back out onto the 
grass and made eager love, until the rain 
subsided, and the dregs of evening sunlight 
warmed their clearing. Yet still, after all this, the 
shadow of Mahon hung over them. 

“I don’t know what it means,” said Siofra to 
Brogan, resting her head on their furry chest. “I 
never thought I was human. I always thought 
there was some realm, somewhere, with a 
thousand faeries who look and think like me. 
Where they steal human children and substitute 
their own, for reasons I don’t understand. I hoped 
someday I’d meet one and learn. But Mahon 
wasn’t one of those faeries, just—just another 
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person. Do you think there is any place where 
it’s all people like us? Or is this all we get?” 

Brogan stroked her wild red hair. “I think any 
place where we are free and together is a place of 
our own. That’s enough, isn’t it?” 

“Then why doesn’t he want it, too? I tried to 
explain it to him, the way you did for me, but it 
didn’t work.” 

“Maybe he needs time,” said Brogan. “In 
truth, I was surprised when you changed your 
mind about your King so fast. I have never had a 
Monarch, but I have had many otter lovers who 
did not really like me, who lied to me and left, 
and it took me a long time to see it. Longer still 
to see that it was not my fault.” 

Brogan did not ask if Siofra was planning to 
leave them, too. She might, in the end. But other 
otters had not liked when Brogan asked that sort 
of thing. Even—especially—when the answer 
was “yes”. 

Brogan wanted someone, just once, to look at 
them and say: You are the fairest of all. But they 
could not expect that of the other otters, who 
despised them. Nor could they ask it of Siofra, 
whose capacity for affection was vast, who could 
not ever be tied down to one lover. 

But something of their worry must have 
shown. Because Siofra turned to them suddenly, 
and said, “You know I love you, don’t you? That 
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hasn’t changed. I want him to be here, but what I 
mean is I want both of you, together.” 

“Of course,” said Brogan. 
They did not think Siofra would lie to them, 

though they had been lied to before. They did not 
say: But he is human, and I am not, and you 
cannot tell the future. 

 
Finally the day came, the first of the two days 

Mahon had planned for, when the Queen left to 
commune with the spirits of the trees. She 
warned him sternly that the cottage must be 
cleaned by the time she returned, and he nodded 
and said, “I will.” Then she leapt into the air and 
flew away, leaving an empty, green mist in the 
air behind her. 

Mahon stayed in the cottage a moment, 
watching until she was out of sight. The green 
mist remained, barely visible; it would be there 
until her return. 

When he was satisfied that she was really 
gone, he went down the steps to the river, where 
Siofra was waiting. 

He had not wanted to tell Siofra his plans, 
before. It was a mess of words, and Siofra liked 
to act quickly. If he told her, perhaps she would 
spur him away that instant, when it was not safe, 
and he would not have the words to object. But 
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now that the Queen was gone, he had time. He 
could act slowly. 

“Good morning,” said Siofra. 
“The Queen left,” said Mahon. “She leaves 

sometimes.” 
Siofra looked him—not in the eyes, but in the 

face—with such a sharp and hopeful glance that 
his words momentarily drained away. 

“What does that mean?” she asked. “Are you 
planning something? Did you decide—” She 
then took in his wordless face, realized her 
mistake, and waited for him to respond. 

After a while, when his thoughts felt clearer, 
he said, “Yes. She leaves sometimes. I want to 
leave, but not now.” The hope and pain in 
Siofra’s face startled him all over again, and he 
could feel the nuances of the plan draining away. 
“Is… is that all right?” 

“Of course it’s all right!” Siofra cried. She ran 
to him and wrapped her arms around him so 
fiercely that he nearly tipped into the river. 
“What do you need? What can I help you with to 
make it happen? Oh, I so want you to leave and 
to be with me and Brogan. We could all be 
happy. It doesn’t matter if it’s soon or late, as 
long as it happens. And—” She broke off, 
noticing that she had overwhelmed him, and let 
go. 
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“Later,” he said. “When she leaves next. I am 
packing what I need. You should…” He 
swallowed hard. This was the difficult part. 
Brogan had been kind enough to Mahon when 
they met, but he had not seen any sign of the 
otter since, and he was not completely sure that 
they were friends. “We all need to leave. Brogan 
too. You should ask them if they want to.” 

“Of course!” said Siofra. “Of course I’ll ask. 
Is that all?” 

“I think so,” said Mahon. 
He did not like words, and making so many of 

them had driven other details out of his head. He 
had a vague idea that he had forgotten 
something, but then, Mahon was always 
forgetting something. 

“Listen,” said Siofra, taking his hands. He 
loved the feel of those hands, soft like his own, 
and free from anything that stung. “If your 
Queen is gone today, that gives us a little extra 
time, doesn’t it? To be alone together without her 
noticing. Would you like that? I am so very 
excited.” 

“All right,” said Mahon, as the feeling of 
forgetting vanished into unimportance. 

Siofra pulled him close and, eagerly, kissed 
him. 

It was a more urgent kiss than the one in the 
clearing. His arm went around Siofra’s waist, and 
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he kissed her back. It was so good to touch 
someone who was not trying to hurt him, who 
simply wanted him to be there. It nearly made 
him forget everything else. 

“I like this,” he whispered. 
Siofra leaned in to him, smiling. “Then let’s 

do some more.” 

 
An hour later they lay curled together, hidden 

under low boughs. Mahon had never had a lover 
like this. No one had ever seemed happy to see 
him, happy to listen to his halting speech, let 
alone happy to touch his scarred body. He rested 
a long time, unwilling to let go, only looking at 
her and reminding himself that it had happened. 
Siofra, smiling and languid, had fallen asleep. 

So it was Mahon who saw the storm clouds 
gather above the trees. 

He stared up at them, wondering what this 
blackness could be, this roiling darker than the 
jungle’s normal rain. Thunder rumbled above 
him, and a group of small lizards ran cheeping 
down the trunk of a tree. 

Then he sat straight up, all of it coming to him 
at once. 

The air was dark with thunder, and with no 
other color. There was no green mist left in the 
air. The Queen had returned. She had come back 
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to an empty cottage and no sign of Mahon. He 
had meant to return as soon as he had finished 
speaking with Siofra, to make everything clean 
and ready for her, leaving no trace of his planned 
disobedience. And then, of course, he had 
forgotten. 

His plan had barely begun, and he had already 
failed. 

Siofra stirred, and sat up, peering in confusion 
at the sky. 

“The Queen,” Mahon whispered. 
“Oh, no,” said Siofra. “Oh, no, no, no.” 
“My servant,” said a voice from the sky, 

rasping and echoing. It was not close to them, not 
yet; but it echoed out over the whole forest. 
Siofra clapped her hands over her ears. “My 
wicked, treacherous servant.” 

Mahon stared at the leaves above him, the 
darkness beyond. He could not go back now. He 
had broken the rules, and the Queen would 
destroy him. 

Siofra was not so still as Mahon. She 
scrambled to her feet and dressed hurriedly, 
tossing Mahon’s pile of clothes to him. He 
followed her lead as she babbled, voice distorted 
by tears of panic. “We’ve got to get away. 
Listen, I know you didn’t want to leave yet, but 
we can do it. We can still get out of this. We’ve 
just got to move fast. We’ll find Brogan. They’re 
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waiting for me not too far from here, by the 
boulders. Hurry!” 

They ran down the river to the spot where 
Siofra had left Brogan. Meeting Mahon by the 
river in the morning had become a routine for 
them both. On a normal day, Brogan would play 
by themself in the water until she returned. But 
she had been gone so long this time. 

The two large rocks, a jagged pair cleaving the 
undergrowth, were deserted. There were no 
otters anywhere to be seen, blue or otherwise, 
human-sized or not. 

“Brogan!” Siofra called. “Brogan!” 
But there was no one to answer. 
Siofra put her hands over her face and began 

to shake. 
“We can leave,” Mahon said urgently. “Can’t 

we?” 
Siofra shook her head vigorously. Her escape 

from her King had not been like this. She had 
already known where she was going, already in 
possession of the key to escape. And, thanks to 
Brogan, she had had a head start. She knew 
where the nearest border between realms was: 
scarcely a mile upriver from here, where the river 
cascaded down from a cliffside. The portal was 
at the top of the falls, if they could get there. 
But— 
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“We can’t leave,” she said. “We don’t have 
Brogan. And you’re not finished preparing or 
whatever it was that you had to do first. You 
don’t even have your heart’s desire yet, do you?” 

Mahon looked her straight in the eye, with 
such intensity that she had to look away. “I do. 
You’re here.” 

Siofra could not look up from the forest floor. 
She wanted Brogan. It wasn’t right for Brogan 
not to be here. She had always suspected that she 
was Brogan’s heart’s desire, their reason for 
being able to cross the realms. But in all their 
time with her, they had never said it. This man, 
who scarcely knew her, had said it in an hour. 

She was not sure it was in her power to save 
him. But she could not leave him here. 

“Fine,” she said abruptly. She still could not 
look in his eyes, but she looked up at his face, 
defiant. “The gate is at the top of the waterfall. I 
don’t know if we’ll make it, but we’ll try. Come 
on!” 

They ran, stirring the underbrush, with a 
bloated black cloud behind. 
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When Siofra and Mahon had crept below the 

low boughs, Brogan had crawled away, as far 
away as they could crawl. They had spied on the 
two many times, but the act of love itself was 
more than they wished to see. They had not been 
able to hear the words that Siofra and Mahon 
said to each other, but it was clear enough from 
the way the two embraced where this was 
heading. They no longer felt like playing at the 
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rocks where they were supposed to wait. They no 
longer felt like playing at all. 

They had not expected it to hurt this much. 
Siofra had had many lovers before. She had 
given herself to the creatures of the jungle, to 
earth and air spirits, to bark-skinned women who 
lived inside trees. Brogan had learned to accept 
this. Siofra was who she was, and she never 
seemed to run out of love. 

This man was different. He was shaped like 
Siofra. He had been driven from his home like 
her, taken in by an evil Monarch like her. When 
Siofra spoke of him, and lately it seemed that she 
always spoke of him, Brogan could see the love 
in her eyes. 

She was equally full of love, of course, when 
she spoke about Brogan. But Brogan had been 
loved and left before. 

Let her love and leave, then. Brogan would 
not fawn at her ankles asking again and again if 
she still wanted them. They would not return to 
the clearing. They would set out on their own, 
and if Siofra wanted them, she would go looking. 
If she did not want them, she would be spared the 
indignity of having to explain. She would not 
have to break Brogan’s heart. 

She would not have to say, as so many otter 
men and women had: But, Brogan, you are just 
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not quite right for me. You are not quite right at 
all. 

Brogan was already a good mile east of the 
river when the thunder began. They paid it little 
heed, not noticing that it was blacker and more 
terrible than a natural storm. They did not 
remember the darkness that had followed them 
and Siofra across their native realm. Not until the 
Queen’s voice echoed across the forest, calling 
for her treacherous servant. 

Brogan sat straight up, and their whiskers 
trembled. 

They had made a terrible mistake. They had 
wondered, privately, if the Queen would catch 
Mahon and Siofra; but they had not thought it 
would happen so soon. The two of them would 
have to run, to hide. Siofra would not have time 
to go looking for Brogan, no matter if she still 
loved them or not. And Brogan would take ages 
to find their hiding place, unless— 

No. Brogan knew exactly where they would 
go. 

Siofra had her heart’s desire. She had her 
freedom. She could cross into another realm 
whenever she wished. Mahon—well, who knew 
Mahon’s heart’s desire? He might be trapped 
here, and recaptured by the Queen. And, as much 
grief as Mahon had brought them, Brogan found 
that this thought gave them no joy at all. Or 
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Mahon might be able to escape with her. They 
could be happy together. Forever. 

Brogan, whether Siofra wanted them or not, 
would never be able to follow. They would never 
again have their own heart’s desire. 

The Queen’s voice rumbled from the black 
cloud, and flaming coals began to rain near the 
treetop cottage. Embers touched the ground and 
slowly licked their way up the trees until those 
nearest the cottage, despite the heavy wetness in 
the air, had burst into pillars of flame. 

Only then, knowing it was too late, did 
Brogan turn and break into a run. 

 
The waterfall loomed ahead, a delicate 

curtain. The Queen’s black cloud loomed only a 
few minutes behind. The way up was a cliffside, 
slick with jungle mist and sharp with flint. 

Siofra skidded to a halt, panting. She had 
expected that there would be a way around, but 
all she saw in both directions were long, high, 
treacherous cliffs, draped with ivy and moss, 
stretched to the vanishing point. 

She could see the gateway, a translucent 
archway shimmering at the top of the falls. But 
there was no way to get up in time. 

“Here,” said Mahon, picking up one of the 
long strands of ivy that hung down from the 
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clifftop. He tugged on it with his full weight, and 
it held. 

“It’s too smooth,” said Siofra. “We can’t 
climb it. I can’t. Brogan might.” 

“Here,” said Mahon again. He picked up 
another strand, and with slow and deliberate 
movements, tied two tight, sturdy knots. The first 
rungs of a strong vine ladder. 

Siofra looked back behind them at the black 
cloud, still expanding. “We don’t have time.” 

Mahon looked at her with a strange 
expression. 

The next instant, a horde of ants swarmed out 
of the ground, crystal and gold, piping to Mahon 
in eager small voices. 

“You saved our colony,” said the ants. “Now 
we are tens of thousands strong. Now we will 
save you! Is this the kind of knot you need? It 
doesn’t look very hard. We ants can pull many 
thousands of times our own weight, you know.” 

The whole crystalline mass of them swarmed 
up the cliff, and split into dozens of groups, tying 
dozens of knots all at once. 

Siofra watched, agape. Mahon smiled at her, 
then started up the vine ladder. They climbed, up 
and up, until they were panting on the solid 
ground of the cliff’s edge, with the gate bright 
and beautiful before them. 

“Are you ready?” said Siofra. 



Ada Hoffman	

216 

“Yes,” said Mahon. He clasped her hand. If he 
felt fear, it did not show. 

Siofra looked behind her, a final time, for 
Brogan. The otter was nowhere to be seen. It cut, 
like a thorn carving something on her rib bones, 
not being able to say goodbye. But she was 
running for her life. She was saving Mahon—and 
herself, for surely the Queen would know who 
had lured Mahon away. Brogan would 
understand. There was no other way. Was there? 

She swallowed, and refocused on the 
shimmering gate. 

“On three,” she said. “One—two—three!” 
They leapt. 
Mahon leapt quicker. For a brief, giddy 

instant, he was suspended in the air, halfway 
through the gate, his face and limbs fading from 
visibility as they passed into the next realm. 

Then Siofra hit the translucent barrier and 
bounced back. 

She landed hard on the shore of the river, 
exactly where she had started. An instant later, 
Mahon, suddenly ejected, hit the ground beside 
her. 

The gate looked the same as ever, 
shimmering, see-through, mocking. Mahon 
looked at it, bewildered, and Siofra’s heart sank 
lower than it ever had been. 
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Mahon had his heart’s desire. Mahon could 
pass through the gate. But Siofra, running from 
the only loving home she had known, without 
even knowing where her otter lover was—Siofra 
did not. 

And, without her—for she was Mahon’s 
heart’s desire—neither could he. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. Her voice shook, and 
tears sprang again into her eyes. “I’m sorry, I 
thought it would work. It would have worked, if 
not for me. It’s my fault. I’m—We should run. 
Hide. I’m so sorry.” 

But neither of them got up to run. It was 
pointless; the black cloud was speeding towards 
them, the forest in flames. Without their heart’s 
desires, they could never escape the realm. And 
it was a matter of minutes, hours at most, before 
there was nowhere left to hide here. Either the 
Queen would take them, or the fire would. 

Mahon, silent, wrapped his arms around 
Siofra’s waist. She buried her face in his 
shoulder, crying and shaking. He sat with her, 
staring out at his death. 

 
Brogan’s lungs were raw and ragged, their 

legs aching, and still they ran. All around them 
the creatures of the forest rushed in a panic, 
desperate to escape the flames that now stretched 
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from horizon to horizon. The gate at the top of 
the waterfall was still far out of sight. There was 
no way they would make it in time. 

A root rose up below their ankle and tripped 
them. They went sprawling, scraping the fur 
from their forearms as they fell. 

Their blood trickled down into the soil. 
Brogan pondered the wisdom of not getting up 
again. 

Just then, called by the smell of blood, a 
fleeing jaguar paused. Brogan cringed; it was the 
same jaguar who had caught them in the net, so 
many weeks ago, when they had first met 
Mahon. But the jaguar only bent thoughtfully 
and sniffed them. 

“You are Brogan,” said the jaguar, “are you 
not? Siofra’s lover?” 

“Yes,” Brogan wheezed. 
“Siofra is a friend of mine,” said the jaguar. 

“She patched my daughter’s wounds not long 
ago. She has been calling for you. Hop on my 
back.” 

Brogan, obligingly, did so. The jaguar raced 
as fast as feline legs had ever gone, outpacing the 
smoke and breaking out into clear air. The 
cliffside loomed, and Brogan could suddenly see 
Siofra and Mahon atop it, next to the gate. 

“But why are they just sitting there?” they said 
in shock. 
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“I don’t know,” said the jaguar. “Perhaps they 
are waiting for you.” 

She leapt up the slippery rocks with the surety 
of a cat’s feet, and crouched. As soon as Brogan 
dismounted, she ran again, without even a 
goodbye. 

Brogan opened their mouth, but before they 
could say anything, Siofra fell on them in a 
panic. Her eyes were bright red with weeping, 
and her voice shook. 

“Take my hand,” she urged. “If you want to 
get out of here, take it. Don’t ask any questions!” 

Brogan took it, bewildered. “Yes, but what—” 
Mahon took Siofra’s other hand, and the two 

of them, synchronized, turned towards the gate 
again. 

The black cloud was scarcely a hundred feet 
away. An evil light shone out of it in flickers, 
orange for fire, green as the Queen’s body 
always had been. The cloud suddenly shifted, 
and the flickers became one great shining light, a 
huge face like the Queen’s face, distorted and 
flaming. The wind roared up around Brogan, 
Siofra, and Mahon’s feet, the vines around them 
withering with heat. 

“I see you,” the Queen hissed, in a voice like 
dry leaves struck by lightning. “I have you now, 
my traitorous servant, my good-for-nothing, 
useless…” 
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“Jump!” Siofra shouted. “Now!” 
They leapt. 

 
They landed hard on a rocky hillside. Blue and 

yellow flowers bloomed in the shrubs at their 
sides, gradually sloping down to a winding river 
valley. On its other side rose a translucent white 
mountain of crystal, with moss and flowers 
clinging to its edges. There was no flame 
anywhere; not even a trace, not an echo, of the 
Queen’s voice reached them. 

Siofra could not stop looking around, grinning 
from ear to ear at this newness. Mahon stared out 
at it, absolutely still, enraptured. Brogan did not 
look at anything but Siofra. 

“I was your heart’s desire?” they asked at last, 
when words came. 

“Both of you were,” said Siofra. “Not just one. 
I realized that, at the end. I couldn’t cross with 
just one of you.” 

“I’m sorry,” said Brogan. Now that the words 
had come, they would not stop. “I’m sorry. I was 
a fool and almost left you behind, and then you 
wouldn’t have been able to cross, and me either. 
We all would have died. I left you in your 
moment of greatest need.” 

“What are you talking about?” said Siofra. 
“I’m sorry. I put you in danger. I put the whole 
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jungle in danger.” The flames would subside, 
now that the Queen knew she would not get her 
prize. She could not destroy her whole realm, or 
what would be left for her to rule? But that was 
no excuse. 

“Only because I wasn’t there to help,” said 
Brogan. “I could have helped hide you. I could 
have reminded you when you’d stayed out too 
long, only I was too jealous and too sure you 
would leave me, and I went away, and—” 

“And I knew!” said Siofra. “I didn’t know you 
would leave. But I knew you were frightened I’d 
run off with just him. I could have slowed down, 
or worked out a way to make it easier for you, 
and I got carried away and never did.” 

“I’m sorry,” said Brogan again. 
“I’m sorry.” 
“I’m—” 
They were interrupted by Mahon, who quietly, 

smiling, placed a warm hand on each shoulder. 
Siofra smiled back at him. Even Brogan, after 

a moment’s hesitation, smiled. The air was 
pleasantly cool. It smelled like flowers and 
berries, like something delicate and ethereal, like 
the dust of crystals carried on the breeze. 

“I’m sorry,” they said again, this time directly 
to Mahon. They remembered how he had sat on 
the clifftop, his arms around Siofra, calmly 
staring into the flames. Brogan would not have 
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been so calm. They could stand to be around a 
calm like Mahon’s, they thought. “I’m very 
flighty, but you’re not so bad. I’m glad you’re 
free. I think the three of us could make a go of it 
here, if you like. We could see what fish there 
are, what roots and berries, what clearings to live 
in and make our own way, the three of us, as 
Siofra and I did on our own before.” 

“We will,” said Mahon. 
Siofra squeezed both of them briefly in a 

clumsy hug, then turned to look out at the 
horizon. 

“I wonder how many others there are, out 
here,” she said. “How many people like us, who 
think they’re bad at being human, or bad at being 
otters, or bad at whatever they are, because no 
one ever told them they could be good at being 
us.” 

“It stands to reason we’ll find them,” said 
Brogan. “I found you, and you found him.” 

So saying, they began to make their way down 
the hillside, through the blue and yellow flowers. 

They all lived happily ever after. 
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Leopards fill the city: some will say they are a 
recent addition, others will insist they have been 
here from the beginning, as much a part of the 
city as the skyscrapers’ foundation and the soil 
that pulses beneath the pavement. They are 
capable of extraordinary feats, even for cats, 
leaping across rooftops and pouring down 
windows, their pelts sleek as rain. They always 
land right, soft and quiet, and preen across the 
footpaths as if they have ownership of all they 
survey—the city’s lords, gilded and clawed and 
toothed as the sun. 

The city is called Sumadram. 
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When the traveler arrives, she finds the streets 
quiet, the gate unmanned and the air empty of 
traffic. She did not pass through any checks on 
atmospheric entry, and no one barred her way or 
required her identification as she landed. From 
the vantage of her ship she saw Sumadram like a 
golden toy that she could capture in her palm; on 
the ground it seems a living mausoleum. People 
appear as thin shadows, gray and quick to vanish, 
peeking from behind their windows before 
fading to black. Tricks of the light. 

The traveler, who calls herself Anoushka, 
listens to the echoes of her own footsteps. 
Leopards watch her from the walls, the roofs, 
from atop scattered chairs and tables. They have 
incandescent eyes, remarkable even for cats, 
orange and chartreuse. Storefronts she passes by 
are well-lit and well-stocked but empty. All 
evidence of human habitation is on pause. A 
scent of tea, freshly brewed, stays behind. 
Anoushka follows that: it has exuded with 
impossible strength, and leads her on like a 
trail—she is expected, though whether welcomed 
remains to be seen. She moves with the 
anticipation that at any moment a leopard might 
pounce and rip the meat free of her bones. On her 
hip, a box hangs strapped: every now and again 
she shifts, adjusting its weight. What dwells 
inside is a heavy thing. 
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The fragrance—a masala blend, she thinks, 
cardamom and cloves—brings her to a tall, 
stripped construction site. A building half-
finished, draped in green growth and leopards. 
She mounts steps slanted like noon shadows, 
pocked by what might have been stray artillery. 
The true origins of Sumadram have been buried 
in memory: whether this semi-ruin is testament 
to a past of war or merely ornamental she can’t 
tell, and she suspects neither can any of its 
population. A city of blank pages, written and 
rewritten as needed, bound in chronology 
required by its master. 

Anoushka climbs until she reaches the apex. 
There waits for her a figure in green, broad-
shouldered and wide-hipped, so tall that ze 
dwarfs Anoushka’s considerable height. Ze is 
missing a head, though that does not impede zer 
balance or poise. The remaining neck is 
segmented and sealed in smooth metal. 

She unclasps the box from her hip, lowers it to 
the ground and slides it across. It stops, thumping 
gently against the figure’s shin. “I thought you 
might want this back, Dushann, Lord of 
Sumadram.” 

The body kneels: deftly and quickly it opens 
the box. Cold gusts from its confines, misting in 
the air. The head is extracted, turned this way 
and that to examine its wear and tear. Once 
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Dushann seems satisfied, ze unseals zer neck and 
puts the head on, twisting it into place. A soft 
click. Zer eyes snap open, the same gold as the 
leopards’, and zer hair streams in the wind: as 
emerald as zer clothes and zer skin. “You took 
your time.” Dushann’s speech is sonorous, a 
voice made for song. “Have you thought of your 
boon, Lieutenant Anoushka of the Amaryllis? 
You’ve seen that I may grant most things.” 

“You’re not human,” she says, into an air 
gone to iridescent greens: the world is veiled in 
peridots and absinthe, in the delicate shades of 
mantises and leaf capillaries. 

“Some cyborgs can do without body parts,” ze 
says, though not with any particular seriousness, 
no real intent of evasion. A dragonfly blurs by: 
zer hand flashes, clenches, and releases a handful 
of vivid powder, chitin and shredded wings. 
“You decline the next step of our game?” 

“I need to know how much you can do before 
I ask for what I want. And I’ll need to know what 
you are to determine the parameters of my wish.” 

Ze smiles with full, verdant lips. “And I need 
to learn your wish so I may prepare to make it 
come true. We’re at an impasse, and will be 
standing here all day talking around one another. 
I have infinite patience and infinite time. It 
strikes me that you don’t.” 
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“I want,” she says, “to make the Armada of 
Amaryllis mine.” 

 
On the day Dushann came to lay zer 

challenge, the Armada had suffered a humiliating 
defeat: a long siege laid across an asteroid belt, 
against ragtag fortifications that by all right 
should have dissolved months ago. The Armada 
had been hired to wage combat on behalf of a 
neighboring polity, hungry for the asteroid belt’s 
rare metals or simply hungry to show power. The 
Crimson Admiral herself accepted the 
commission—one that she had thought without 
challenge, but lucrative. 

By month six, the tally of her forces and 
supplies spent had begun to exceed the pay 
offered; it was time to retreat. This decision was 
not made lightly, balanced against the cost to the 
Armada’s reputation. And what cost it was: the 
Armada of Amaryllis, until now untarnished by 
failure, the mercenary fleet that for the right price 
could achieve any impossibility, win any war, 
break any defense. Brought low by such a small 
nation, a place that on the grand maps of galaxies 
amounted to less than a dot. 

The Crimson Admiral was not in the mood to 
receive chance visitors, let alone one like 
Dushann who had pierced her flagship and 
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slipped unseen past guards human and not. But 
she did not get to her position without learning to 
adapt to the unexpected: if her security had not 
stopped Dushann, it would not stop zer now. She 
had at hand only her personal sidearms, the 
ship’s internal defenses, and five of her 
lieutenants. At Dushann’s appearance, she 
motioned at her second-in-command. “We have a 
guest, Anoushka. Would you do the honor of 
pouring us drinks?” 

A circular table rose, extruding from the floor 
and assembling to accommodate the lieutenants, 
the admiral, the stranger. Anoushka and another 
lieutenant brought out long-stemmed glasses 
rimmed in seared steel; she touched a wall panel 
and it bloomed open to yield a bottle of liquor, 
distilled from black sugar palm and a suspended 
vision that transported the imbiber for a single 
prized instant to a flawless summer day. She 
poured. Gilded brilliance suffused the room. All 
present inhaled: all relived—save the admiral, 
Anoushka, and Dushann—a moment of 
rapturous perfection that had never existed nor 
ever would. 

When Anoushka sat, it was directly opposite 
the stranger: she tracked zer movement, openly 
inspecting the minutiae of zer face. Ze had a set 
of features that looked hewn from stone, and not 
gently—a sculpture that drew and captured the 
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attention, all the more striking for its inhuman 
stillness. A control of expression such that it 
seemed ze exercised absolute authority on every 
individual facial muscle. Ze returned her scrutiny 
but said only, “I’ve heard of your recent travails, 
Admiral.” 

To which she smiled thinly. “Have you 
indeed?” 

“Allow me to introduce myself—I’m 
Dushann, Lord of Sumadram, a very small city 
on a small world: I am no one. But I have 
resources of my own and it interests me to offer 
them to you, if you’d agree to a whim of mine.” 

“And that is?” The admiral sipped her liquor. 
Anoushka did not. 

“You might call me an eccentric,” said the 
stranger. “I’m curious as to the durability of my 
body. And I thought, how better to test it than to 
pit myself against a soldier of the Amaryllis? For 
your troops are the most renowned, the most 
grandly capable, each of your officers a marvel 
in their own right—war gods marshaled to the 
banner and purpose of a single great lord: you, 
their monarch and commander.” Ze raised zer 
drink in toast. “I propose this. Let one of your 
officers strike me, and agree to be struck in 
turn—with equal force and in kind—one year 
from now. To reward their courage, I’ll grant 
them any wish, whether that is on your behalf, 
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Admiral, or theirs. You yourself may partake, 
should the idea catch your fancy.” 

The Crimson Admiral gestured with her glass; 
Anoushka refilled it. “Peculiar, but I’ll play 
along. You haven’t demonstrated what you can 
do or what wish you’re capable of granting.” 

“Of course,” said Dushann. “Can you access a 
public channel from that asteroid belt which gave 
you so much trouble? A news broadcast, for 
preference.” 

The admiral obliged: one wall turned from 
blank slate to a live display. A channel which 
reported jubilation across the asteroid belt, now 
that the Armada had given up. Footage of 
festivities official and unofficial, large and 
ceremonial or intimate and small. Two brides 
wedded in celebration of the war’s end, radiant in 
blue-black suits, their hands twined in red thread. 

Dushann grinned like a tiger. “Let me see, 
which of them was the thorn in your side? There 
were the soldiers, the not-incompetent 
commanders, though on the whole they were 
nothing special. But it was the envoy who 
secured aid from that one republic which decided 
the result, wouldn’t you agree? The envoy, then.” 
Ze raised zer hand high, snapped zer fingers. The 
sound was loud, like bones cracking. 

In a minute, the broadcast came to a pause. 
Emergency news: a station lift had crashed, its 
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cables snapped and its seal breached. The envoy 
was among the casualties, vented into the 
vacuum like flotsam. Equipment failure, even 
though it should have been impossible to fail so 
catastrophically and specifically. 

A few seconds passed, during which the 
admiral verified the news, cross-checking with 
her intelligence brokers. “Who are you?” she 
asked slowly. 

“No one, as I have said.” Dushann unstrapped 
from zer back a long, gleaming axe with a jade-
colored grip and a blade like a waning moon. 
“But I’ve made my point. If one of you would be 
so kind. Do it with all your strength, please.” 

Anoushka judged her fellow lieutenants; knew 
she would need to act fast. She stepped forward, 
closed her fingers around the axe. “By your leave 
and in your name, Admiral, I will take this 
challenge.” 

 
The city fills, little by little, people emerging 

from their homes: a skittish crowd, holding itself 
as though a judgment of claws and teeth 
impends, prey among apex predators. Dusk spills 
across the streets like wine as Anoushka follows 
Dushann away from the ruined building, into a 
hedge maze walled high in peridot and quartz, as 
green as Sumadram’s lord. 



Benjanun Sriduangkaew	

232 

“We spent a long while trying to figure out 
what you were,” Anoushka says. “The 
components in your head weren’t informative, 
what little of them we could uncover. Our 
technicians didn’t expect it to be impossible to 
shut down and for you to keep telling jokes the 
entire time, either.” 

Ze turns and shows zer teeth: they are delicate 
green-white, the gradients of good jade. “I 
thought it might amuse them during their routine 
work. Keep them company. Technicians don’t 
have the most exciting jobs, do they, at war or at 
peace? I like to think I made friends.” 

To judge by the technicians’ reports, ze very 
much did not. “What do you gain from this?” 

“It’s a few days before you’re due to receive 
your returning blow, my dear lieutenant. 
Considering that you beheaded me in one stroke, 
you’re being rather even-keeled about it—and 
your boon cannot be to avoid that exchange.” 

“I don’t intend to die here,” Anoushka says. A 
leopard’s head pokes through the hedge. It 
regards her for a few seconds then disappears, 
deeming her not especially interesting or worthy. 
“I could have just nicked you with that axe, but it 
felt dishonest to employ less than my entire 
strength as you requested.” 
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“You could have. That is why I initiated my 
game, to find just such a person—bold and true 
and ambitious.” 

“Or monumentally stupid.” 
Dushann glances over at her. “Are you?” 
“That remains to be seen.” 
At the maze’s heart stands a mansion three 

stories tall: tessellated windows, walls and doors 
in marble the green of moss shadows on a still 
lake. By its door a short, ample-figured woman 
waits. Her skin is dark and gleaming, as though it 
has been made to receive the sun’s grace, to 
reflect it in glory. Dushann bends to exchange a 
kiss with her, chaste, and she introduces herself, 
“I am Numadesi, wife to the lord Dushann. Zer 
guest is my guest. Be welcome, soldier.” 

Anoushka follows the pair into a banquet hall 
so extravagantly immense that it seems a 
landscape unto itself: stone and evergreens and 
glass, contained and manicured by a battalion of 
staff in prim livery, black and verdigris, who are 
so expressionless she at first mistakes them for 
automata. They conjure a table and set it in short 
order—for three, though Dushann only gets a 
glass tapered like a candle. Water is served, pure 
and so frigid it sears Anoushka’s skull. Fruits 
come next, half-submerged in ice cubes, 
followed by slices of fish: raw and cold, white 
and pink and the bright red of livers. She dips 
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each piece in soy sauce, takes delicate bites that 
thaw in her mouth. A taste of the sea. 

“My lord has said you’re an officer of 
considerable renown,” Numadesi says over 
dessert. “How many sapient beings have you 
terminated?” 

An odd way to phrase it, Anoushka 
thinks, sapient beings rather than people. As 
though another species exists that can think, 
outside humans. “I don’t keep a tally. That is for 
butchers and sadists who have something to 
prove.” 

Numadesi smiles; she has the same one as 
Dushann, all teeth. Spousal mimesis, forged by 
habit and proximity. “Or a paragon of utmost 
empathy, surely, to memorialize the dead in your 
heart. But don’t let me sour the dessert. It was an 
idle question, honored guest.” 

“Food doesn’t sour easily for me, let alone in 
company so elegant. And if you’re curious about 
anything I do, you can always ask.” 

“Anything?” 
Anoushka glances at Dushann, who looks on, 

placid. “Anything.” 
She is shown to a suite: a bedroom, a 

bathroom, a parlor whose window opens to the 
hedge maze and a view of leopards. Of the 
attendants, none come to see her and Numadesi 
appears to be her only guide to the mansion’s 
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pathways. The lord zerself does appear once, 
arriving in the parlor with nightfall, seemingly 
materializing out of nothing: as ze did aboard the 
Amaryllis flagship. Ze puts a finger to zer lips 
and the leopards clear out from where they have 
clustered by the window. “They don’t always 
understand language,” ze says, “but it’s best to 
be safe. Two can keep a secret, don’t you think?” 

“I believe the saying is that two can keep a 
secret if one’s dead. And certainly I can’t survive 
decapitation.” Anoushka gestures at one of the 
low, plush divans. “Don’t let me keep you 
standing in your own house, Lord Dushann.” 

“I’m investigating the best methods for 
delivering what you want. But humor me. Why 
do you want to take over the Armada? Has the 
admiral’s rule begun to chafe—is it that disaster 
with the asteroid belt?” 

“Not precisely.” She passes her hand over the 
pelt that covers the divan: not leopard but 
something else, much darker and unspotted. 
Antique gold, glinting with sparks of turquoise. 
“She’s never run it well. The Amaryllis banner 
has fallen low under her command—she was a 
superb soldier in her day, prodigious with 
slaughter, that’s how she won her office. But 
violence alone doesn’t make a good strategist, 
and she lacks the hunger that drove her early 
years.” 
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“A woman who keeps count of her kills, in 
other word.” Zer mouth quirks. “Your problem is 
one of aesthetic. Her ways are, to you, vulgar. 
Your reason doesn’t matter to me either way, 
only that you want. And I will arrange the matter. 
Starting tomorrow, I shall fetch such 
accoutrements and tools that’ll aid in your task 
and deliver them to you. In exchange, anything 
you find in Sumadram—however acquired, 
however trivial or crucial—you must yield to me 
over the next three days.” 

“Even the food I eat?” 
“Please don’t regurgitate at my feet or bring 

me dead birds, I have enough cats for that. The 
exchange’s within reason. I’m sure I can trust 
your judgment, Lieutenant.” 

“And trust in my honesty.” 
“Especially that.” Dushann taps the side of zer 

throat. “As you have objectively demonstrated. I 
have suspicions that you’re a paragon of virtue.” 

Most would disagree, but Anoushka does not 
belabor the argument. She passes the first night 
without event, in a wide bed that seems fit to 
accommodate five: an expanse of mattress, the 
ice-blue sheets soft as rain. 

Dawn sees her out of the mansion: the streets 
are empty of vehicles and people give her wide 
berth as she jogs past them. She paces herself, 
moving slow enough that she can observe. The 
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marks of normal life exist here—she passes a 
creche, whose clear window gives her a look at 
the children. Three to six in age, bright-eyed and 
curious; they peer back and wave at her, far 
bolder than their adult counterparts. Next to the 
creche is a small school, a compound of two 
spherical buildings, one of black stone and the 
other of white. Students file between them, in 
black-and-white uniforms, like chess pieces that 
have escaped their board or forgotten their 
purpose, and also the rules of chess. Anoushka’s 
network overlays show her nothing. In that 
regard the city may well be an empty ruin, and 
what she sees only a product of hallucination, 
specters of children long gone to dust and 
shivering light. 

On the high balcony of an emerald monolith, 
she sees a leopard bend to feed. Its muzzle is 
smeared crimson. The body beneath it is still 
moving. 

A river cuts through Sumadram like a slim 
blade, its waters of striking clarity, unstained by 
human refuse. It runs fast and deep: a weak 
swimmer could easily drown. Two leopards lap 
slowly on the bank opposite. They hold her gaze 
without fear—she is not a threat, and not yet 
food. 

Grass rustles behind her. “You left without 
taking anything to eat.” Numadesi gathers her 
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skirt as she sits by Anoushka. “I thought I would 
bring you breakfast or an early lunch.” 

She accepts the wrapped food: tandoori 
chicken and garlic naan, both still warm from the 
oven. Much more wholesome than the dinner and 
far more satisfying. She twists off a piece of 
naan, takes a bite of chicken. Whoever cooks for 
the mansion is a superb chef. “You knew exactly 
where to find me.” 

“Indeed I do. It’s necessary.” The lord’s wife 
motions at the leopards across the river, who 
have straightened to attention. “And in some 
ways, I am the city.” 

Numadesi is not wearing green today; instead 
her clothing is the color of fogged crystal, strands 
and ribbons of fabric strategically woven into 
bodice and skirt, baring her arms and back. The 
dress circumnavigates her left breast, which is 
exposed and painted in sunrays, the nipple 
glittering gold. 

“How did you come to marry someone so 
unusual?” Anoushka nods at their general 
vicinity, flora and fauna and river alike. “I 
imagine you didn’t meet at work or a social 
function.” 

“We met at a great ceremony. Every five to 
ten years the lord retires zer spouse and selects a 
new one, usually from fresh arrivals to 
Sumadram. We all vie for it—this is a lovely 
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position, and I have access to the finest things. 
Ze may introduce me as a wife, but I’m closer to 
a concubine, not that ze takes me to bed.” 

“Fortunately?” 
“Unfortunately. I came into this expecting to 

be ravished every night—Dushann is very 
handsome, you might have noticed. Instead I 
decorate the mansion and play hostess to the rare 
guest like yourself. The rest of the time I do 
nothing.” Numadesi gestures, making the 
bracelets on her wrist chime. “I’ve never been 
able to figure out why ze goes through so many 
spouses. None of my predecessors could tell me 
either—most of them still live on this planet, 
quite comfortably. Certainly my lord demanded 
nothing of them.” 

“Perhaps,” Anoushka says, folding the empty 
wrappings of her food, “ze simply likes beautiful 
things.” 

“Now you flatter me.” 
“I’m accustomed to speaking the truth.” She 

wipes her fingers clean and smooths down her 
lap. “I’m a soldier and haven’t much care for the 
state of my clothing, but your dress seems 
delicate—wouldn’t the grass stain it?” 

Numadesi widens her eyes, lashes glinting 
gold too. “Oh, but you’re considerate.” She 
draws herself up, not bothering to brush off the 
grass, and straddles Anoushka. “Now my dress is 
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safe, and you’re right, this is a most precious 
fabric—such luxuries are due any spouse of the 
lord’s. Are you here to supplant me, soldier? Did 
you come to Sumadram to be Dushann’s next 
wife?” 

Anoushka places her hands on Numadesi’s 
hips, steadying the woman. “If ze considers me 
such a candidate, I haven’t been informed of it. 
Were ze to make the offer, I’d turn it down. My 
place is elsewhere.” 

“Such as?” One hand cups the back of her 
skull, bracelet frigid against the back of her neck. 
“My lord can be very persuasive.” 

“And I can be very resistant. I am a fortress, 
Numadesi.” 

“Those can be broken down. Walls may be 
chipped away, gates can be tricked, and mortar 
may be worn thin.” Numadesi’s smile is sheened, 
metallic. “I’m beautiful, you said. Prove that you 
believe so, that it was no mere flattery.” 

“So demanding,” Anoushka says and captures 
Numadesi’s lower lip between her teeth. She 
licks, sucks, and fondles the bared breast: it fills 
her palm and then some, and she runs her nail 
over the gold-painted nipple, kneading it with her 
thumb. 

Numadesi’s legs constrict around Anoushka’s 
waist. When she breaks from the kiss, it is to 
whisper, “Ruin me, soldier.” 
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“Here?” She finds an opening in the iridescent 
fabric and caresses Numadesi’s stomach: as 
yielding and as luxurious to the touch as poured 
silk. “A little in the open, no?” 

“I’ll lie down in mud if you would take me in 
it.” 

“Now you flatter me,” Anoushka murmurs, 
“but it seems uncouth that on my very second 
day in Sumadram I should bed the lord’s wife. 
Perhaps someplace where we’re not watched by 
those cats, and some other time.” 

“You are a fortress.” Numadesi pouts as she 
rearranges her dress, though there’s still no fabric 
enough to cover her painted breast: how taut its 
nipple, how inviting its softness. “But I’ll wear 
you down yet, Lieutenant.” 

To what end, she wonders. Satiation of desire 
long unmet, perhaps, but she expects there must 
be more. 

Numadesi stands and regains her poise, like a 
toppled doll righting itself, and gives a little bow. 
“I’ll see you at dinner.” 

Left to her own devices, Anoushka continues 
exploring the city, though there is not much to 
see: physically its size is considerable, a place fit 
for half a million, but she would be surprised if 
even fifty thousand inhabit Sumadram. She looks 
for places of gathering, anywhere she can mingle 
and eavesdrop, but if they exist they are not in 
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evidence: she stops at a cinema where all booths 
are private and opaque; she stops at a teahouse 
where every table is enclosed by physical screens 
and privacy filters. No one speaks to her, much 
as she attracts stares. 

The population here is varied, from anywhere 
and everywhere: natives to Krungthep Station, 
the Diamond Republic, and even the reclusive 
Rama’s Flotilla. Why here she can’t imagine, this 
city which is like a cenotaph, a habitation for 
leopards and wilder things. Possibly the entire 
population comprises of exiles, those who for 
one reason or another were forced to flee their 
birthplaces. Dushann can’t be too restrictive in 
whom ze accepts. Once or twice she considers 
shooting a leopard and opening it up, to verify 
whether they are true animals or replicants or 
something else, but that might be drastic and not 
as informative as she would like. 

This raises the question of where Dushann 
gets zer resources—maintaining Sumadram 
itself, keeping zer subjects fed and housed in 
comfort. This place is not on any map and until 
Dushann visited the Armada, Anoushka had 
never heard of Sumadram. She has seen no mark 
of any foreign influence or support: wherever 
Dushann is getting the funds, it’s not from any 
polity she knows. 
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On the way back, Anoushka is almost certain 
that some of the people she passes have 
Dushann’s face, if not zer remarkable build—that 
mountainous body, that giant’s physique. 
Perhaps it is a common phenotype around here or 
else Dushann’s subjects have taken to adopting 
zer appearance. Or it is something else: these 
strangers with Dushann’s features hold her gaze 
too long, give a smile too knowing. 

Dinner comes and goes. Once Numadesi has 
exited—and the staff have cleared out—Dushann 
says, “Shall we have our exchange?” Ze holds up 
a data array wound around zer wrist like a chain 
of stardust and cubic spiders. “I’ve hunted far 
and wide for this, and I expect you’ll find it of 
use. Beautiful, isn’t it?” 

“Today I have received food. I have received 
the sight of the river that cuts through 
Sumadram, watched a production of The Woman 
With Butterfly Eyes that was more literal than 
usual, and received a token that I’ll now pass on 
to you.” Anoushka circles the dining table with 
its vestiges of another frigid meal, fruits like 
icicles and confectionery like sinking icebergs. 
She has to lean down, but not far, to place a kiss 
on Dushann’s mouth. Zer lips taste of nothing 
and zer breath is likewise odorless, as if in zer 
entire life food has never passed through zer 
mouth. 
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“Very good.” Ze does not ask from whence 
the kiss came; probably ze is aware. The data 
array spills from zer hand into Anoushka’s. 
“Have you thought of how you’ll survive an axe 
to the neck?” 

“Something will occur to me.” She fingers the 
array; it twitches and scuttles in her grip. “I do 
need to ask, are you and Numadesi the same 
person?” 

The lord guffaws. “I’m not so charmless that 
I’d need to marry myself. What brought this on?” 

“Nothing.” Though she knows ze will not 
believe that. 

The data array contains access privileges that 
would let her take control of Amaryllis 
communication channels and one of its primary 
relays that fold vast distances and make the 
Armada’s business at all possible. It is no little 
thing—in fact it is treason of the highest order, 
and even if Dushann delivers nothing else, with 
this alone she would be able to sabotage the 
Crimson Admiral. If she is motivated by spite, 
and by fear of her impending execution at 
Dushann’s hand. 

She is motivated by neither. What moves her 
is long calculation. Instead she rests soundly—
tomorrow will be another day, and she will come 
closer to uncovering Dushann’s plans. 
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Sunrise brings her to a high spire where the 

lift flies as though gravity is an abstract concept, 
prone to bend and mold to Sumadram’s 
demands. She disembarks in a hall where the 
floor, ceiling and walls are so clear it is as though 
she stands on thin air and solar reflection. There 
is no significance to the location—she chose it 
primarily for the view, the vantage point. From 
here she may observe the school, the theater, 
Dushann’s mansion itself and the hedge maze 
that encloses it. 

She extends her overlays. Anoushka is not a 
spy—intelligence work has never been her 
forte—but she’s conversant with the 
fundamental, the basics. A city of this size does 
not run on human administration alone. Her copy 
of the primary Amaryllis AI emerges, sluggish. 
An eroded, dated fragment of the intelligence 
Klesa at the Sacred Root—she couldn’t have 
stolen anything better without the admiral 
knowing. It spreads itself like moonlight on 
quicksand, scouting out Sumadram’s network 
nodes. After a moment it says, “There’s nothing 
here, Lieutenant.” 

“Nothing? No traffic management, water 
allocation, power grids? There’s no local AI?” 
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“None, Lieutenant. There is a rudimentary 
navigation system, which I can access for you.” 

Something else occurs to her. The empty 
skies. “Where does Dushann store zer ships?” 
She has seen nothing that resembles docking 
bays when she flew in: no ships inbound or 
outbound, no apparent interplanetary movement. 
The nearest relay is several stars away. 

“There is a hangar to the west of Sumadram. It 
appears to be where ships are stored that bore 
emigrants to this world. Logs indicate they 
haven’t moved for months or years. I can fetch 
their serial numbers, registration, and likely 
origins if you wish.” 

That still doesn’t line up. “Which ship brought 
Dushann to the Amaryllis?” 

“From their logs, Lieutenant, it appears that ze 
has never left this planet.” 

“Impossible.” Though it may be possible—she 
has heard of cyborgs who can pilot more than 
one body at once. Rare and taxing, and such 
users would be coveted by any organization, spy 
or military. But even that doesn’t explain: the 
distance between Sumadram and where the 
Crimson Admiral held court at the time would 
have caused latency to the point of uselessness. 
Dushann appeared responsive back then, reacting 
in real time. 
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Numadesi takes longer today to appear. When 
she does, it is in a cerulean gown that susurrates 
like currents, held in place at shoulders and waist 
with slim platinum chains. A far less risqué 
ensemble than yesterday’s, though it is slit high 
and exposes the thick curve of her thighs with 
each step. “An odd spot, Lieutenant.” She lays 
down a covered basket and draws from it a bottle 
of chilled wine, a platter of tamarind candies, and 
two cups of coconut puddings. “Why here?” 

“The view is beautiful.” 
Dushann’s wife snorts and clicks her tongue: 

two chairs bud from the empty floor, as 
delicately transparent as the rest of the room, 
upholstered in material like clouds. “Let’s eat 
like civilized people, at least.” 

“What does a woman like you see in a city 
like Sumadram?” She helps transfer the food and 
utensils onto a table that Numadesi has 
summoned. “I would have thought you more 
suited in some glittering metropolis, carried 
everywhere on a palanquin.” 

“What does a woman like you see in the 
Armada of Amaryllis?” Numadesi pours the 
wine into a spiral cup: the room fills with the 
scent of honey. “You seem more philosopher—
or artist or possibly poet—than soldier. There’s 
no reek of blood about you.” 
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“I’m very much a soldier,” Anoushka says 
lightly, “you just haven’t seen me on the 
battlefield, where some would deem me a terror. 
But if you want, I joined the Armada partly 
because it seemed a profession that resonated 
with my temperament, and because the Armada 
offers recruits a physical overhaul. Anything one 
wishes for, from the most ordinary cybernetics—
eye colors, new limbs—or the most thorough 
organ remodeling. The body I was born with 
happened not to suit and so I took up the 
Armada’s offer.” A piece of something personal, 
offered as currency. 

To which Numadesi laughs. “What a 
coincidence; I was lured to Sumadram by the 
very same—where I was from, such an operation 
would have cost more than I could earn in a 
decade. Here anyone may acquire the mortal 
shell of their dreams. So Sumadram it is, a haven 
for exiles and outcasts, and for those who can 
have here with ease what they’ll never obtain 
elsewhere.” 

“There’s a lot of us around.” Anoushka takes a 
piece of sweet tamarind. “It doesn’t explain why 
you stay. I stay in the Armada because I enjoy 
power and I enjoy violence, and I mean to 
achieve greater mastery at both still.” 

“I stay because—” Numadesi lifts her wine to 
her mouth. “You will not consider marrying my 
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lord? Ze would let you do what you want, 
including dominating your Armada and 
conquering star systems and turning entire 
worlds into abattoirs in your favorite style. You 
wouldn’t need to stay here, just visit every now 
and again.” 

“First you suspected I’d usurp you, now you 
invite me to?” 

“You like power. I like you. And we have a 
thing or two in common.” Still holding her glass, 
she vacates her seat and leans over Anoushka. 
“You did terrible things to me by the river. 
Allow me to return the favor.” 

Anoushka raises her eyebrow. “You may try.” 
Her jacket is a complicated affair, but 

Numadesi proves adept with it and quickly has 
the buttons unraveled. She whistles softly when 
she sees that under the jacket Anoushka is 
wearing nothing, and hefts one breast as though 
appraising a rare, favorite fruit. “How 
delightfully made you are, soldier.” Numadesi 
trails a finger down her abdomen, nail tracing the 
lines of musculature as if she means to commit 
them to memory. “The stars themselves must 
have given you form. An instrument of war. All 
of you attuned to its intricacies, the way a hawk 
is to the currents of the air, the breath of its 
prey.” 
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“Yes. That is what I am.” She grips 
Numadesi’s wrist, forces the glass to tip: wine 
spills, rich and golden, onto Anoushka’s chest. 
“Clean me up, Numadesi.” 

Her host starts from her stomach, tongue wet 
and warm and diligent. She sucks at the skin 
between Anoushka’s breasts, catches the spill in 
her palm and laps that up too. When she is done 
there is wine all over her cheeks, dripping down 
her mouth, viscous and sweet. 

Anoushka tilts Numadesi’s chin up with her 
finger. “Not exactly pristine. Good enough.” She 
stands and guides one of Numadesi’s hands to 
her waist. “On your knees, my lady.” 

No further instruction is required—Numadesi 
unbuckles her belt, inhaling sharply when she 
discovers that Anoushka is bare beneath her 
trousers, a mound of thick wiry hair and a cunt 
running slick. Numadesi wastes no time: she 
applies her talented mouth, then her equally 
talented fingers. Her lips close on Anoushka’s 
engorged nerves, that most sensitive part; she 
fastens her mouth and sucks as though the world 
is a desert and Anoushka is the last drink within 
it, the final oasis. 

By force of will, Anoushka remains on her 
feet when she comes, though the force of it bows 
her, wrings a hoarse cry from her throat. She 
seizes Numadesi by the shoulders and drags her 
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up, and tastes herself—mingled with wine—on 
Numadesi’s lips. Sugar and salt and tang. 

When they pull apart, Anoushka is breathing 
hard. Numadesi’s eyes are bright. “Did I do well, 
soldier?” 

“Quite.” She draws Numadesi in for another 
kiss, pinching one of those full, full breasts. She 
entertains, briefly, the idea of testing the integrity 
of that watery gown. “Does Dushann leave this 
world often?” 

“I’ve just pleasured you with my mouth and 
all you want to hear about is my lord?” 
Numadesi gasps as Anoushka nudges her legs 
apart. “Ze isn’t going to walk in and catch us, it’s 
not as though ze cares who I bed—or get bedded 
by—but ze is always around the city, yes.” 

“Always? You see zer every single day?” 
“Harder, Lieutenant—yes. Ze’s never far. 

Sumadram’s maker, Sumadram’s guardian.” 
She holds Numadesi through a loud, 

shuddering release. The lord’s wife turns limp in 
her arms, boneless and sweat-dewed, a goddess 
subsumed by temptation. Anoushka strokes 
Numadesi’s tousled hair, finds traces of sticky 
wine in it still. 

“You’re everything I could have dreamed,” 
Numadesi whispers. “I want you to brand me so 
that when I touch myself or when I’m with 
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another, it would be you I think of, Lieutenant. 
You and you only.” 

“Prove yourself worthy.” Anoushka eases the 
woman her into a translucent chair and kisses the 
back of her hand. “Then I’ll take you as you have 
never been taken before. Not just once but as 
often as you desire. I’ll brand you inside and out, 
under the light of nebulae you’ve never imagined 
exist.” 

It could be a ploy: Dushann might have put 
Numadesi up to this, to bait Anoushka for any 
information Dushann doesn’t yet have. But 
Anoushka hasn’t survived this far by being a bad 
judge of character—carnal indulgence aside, 
Numadesi longs for more than this desolate 
world where she is constrained to a single city, a 
single monotonous duty until Dushann selects 
zer next spouse. And Anoushka can offer 
Numadesi not just a way out but an assurance of 
continued comfort. To leave Sumadram alone 
and penniless is one thing; to leave Sumadram by 
the side of the Amaryllis’ new master is quite 
another. 

At dinner, Numadesi has redone her hair in a 
complicated coiffure of gold and rubies, and 
changed into another watery gown, russet this 
time. So prim that it is difficult to imagine that 
mere hours ago, she was covered in honey and 
perspiration and Anoushka. She makes desultory 
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conversation, proper and philosophical, and 
curtsies prettily when it is time for her to leave. 

Once more the room empties, and once more 
Anoushka is alone with Dushann. Ze draws from 
zer scant clothes a long cylinder of plain sanded 
brass. Nondescript. “I’m eager to see what you 
have found today, Lieutenant Anoushka.” 

“As before, I have nothing concrete to 
exchange with you. I’ve gazed upon most of 
Sumadram and discovered a few facts about its 
topography, as well as where the population’s 
vehicles are stored. I’ve discovered Sumadram’s 
absence of networked governance, and I was 
informed that you’ve never left this world.” 
Anoushka kneels and puts her mouth to 
Dushann’s bare stomach: it is a plane of sharp 
ridges, even harder and more sculpted than her 
own. Then she repeats the kiss on zer lips. “This 
will be all, Lord of Sumadram. I hope it doesn’t 
disappoint you.” 

“On the contrary.” Ze slides the cylinder 
across the table. “The game proceeds well and 
I’m enjoying myself. I hope you are, too, albeit it 
can’t be as exciting as your usual duties.” 

“Yours is a long game.” She takes the 
cylinder. “A year and then some.” 

“Oh, it’s been in the making for much longer 
than that—but I shan’t bore you, so much detail, 
so many moving parts. Arranging and 
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rearranging them, the way you must with toys a 
toddler has scattered in a fit. What dull 
processes. Have a good night, Lieutenant.” 

This time, Dushann has given her 
administrative control over Klesa at the Sacred 
Root—control usually exclusive to the Crimson 
Admiral. A knowing nod to what she’s been 
trying to find out today. She doesn’t indulge 
herself and try the AI out against Sumadram 
once more; this gives her total access to the true 
Klesa, not the obsolete fragment she brought 
with her. Someone back on the Armada might 
notice unusual activity. For now, she will bide 
her time. 

 
On the last day, Anoushka stays within the 

mansion. She explores the thin, rib-like corridors 
that curl through the floors, all of which are 
uneven and arranged like lopsided puzzle-boxes 
within the outwardly conventional façade of 
Dushann’s home. The staff scurry out of her 
way. She considers cornering one of them but 
determines that it would do little good—Dushann 
would have instructed them not to talk, and she’s 
not about to hold any of them at gunpoint to 
force the issue. Such threats lose effectiveness 
unless she demonstrates willingness to carry 
them out, and her host will probably not 



Where Machines Run With Gold 

255 

appreciate viscera splattered on the malachite 
paneling. 

 

Illustration © 2019, Laura Anca Adascalitei 
 

She finds Numadesi in the hedge maze 
trimming topiary: transforming rough 
overgrowth into a kinnaree of foliage skin and 
high, petaled breasts. 

“You’re good with shears,” she says. “Other 
sharp things too, I imagine.” 

“Not as good as I hope you are, soldier. I 
should like to see how you wield a knife on a 
woman’s skin, your tender mercies.” Numadesi 
snips off a few more leaves, sets the shears 
down. “Have you ever seen the Golden 
Magnolia?” 

A Theravada temple built like a great wheel 
that holds at its heart an immense magnolia: the 
entire edifice altogether the size of a city, 
suspended in space, a jewel in the dark. Five 
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years ago, it fell into Vatican hands through 
mismanagement and byzantine debt transference. 
“The Armada was commissioned to retake it, and 
I was there personally to spearhead the charge, 
though of course we left the holy object alone, 
we weren’t barbarians. The Vatican was trying to 
renovate it into a cathedral at the time, some 
synecdoche papal seat, an amusing enterprise if 
you think about it and logistically improbable. 
We returned the Magnolia to an order of monks. 
A pilgrimage site now, I believe,” says 
Anoushka. The mercenaries hired to defend the 
Magnolia deserted as soon as they sighted the 
Amaryllis banner and the Vatican has since fled 
for refuge in Pax Americana. 

“I’d like to see it with my own eyes one day. 
I’m no Buddhist, but by all accounts, the 
Magnolia is a marvel of engineering.” 

They walk together down the length of shaped 
bushes and vine-thick walls. Every now and 
again a leopard darts by, leaping overhead: a 
flash of gold like spontaneous lightning. “Have 
you not had an opportunity?” Anoushka plucks a 
damask camellia and tucks it behind Numadesi’s 
ear. 

“I journeyed to Sumadram some time ago. 
I’ve been here ever since, and I became entwined 
all the more after wedding my lord. Once you’ve 
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accepted zer rule, you can only leave if you 
forfeit zer grace and acquiesce to banishment.” 

“That seems a harsh policy.” Practical for 
retaining subjects, possibly even practical for 
building loyalty. 

“Most people who came here heard of 
Sumadram as a quiet haven that asks no 
questions, the one world that’ll take in those who 
have nowhere else. No strings attached, it’s not 
as if my lord conscripts them as cannon fodder or 
makes them fight in pits for sport. Most of us 
don’t want to leave behind what we’ve built here, 
our partners and friends and family. Life here is 
not so bad. For most it’s even excellent.” 

“But?” 
“Let me show you the gazebo. The hedge 

maze is my lord’s; the gazebo belongs to me.” 
The structure in question is more of a small, 

free-standing room. An octagon with lapis roof 
and glass walls veiled by fluted calla lilies and 
yellow-and-scarlet maidenhair ferns. Not one 
trace of green. Inside the air is frigid, the 
furniture slight—one divan and one bed, both 
mountainous with cushions and pillows in cream, 
sunrise, and scarab-blue. 

“Nowhere is truly private from my lord.” 
Numadesi sweeps aside a few cushions, inviting 
Anoushka to sit. “But this chamber is closer than 
most. I asked for it, to have a space of my own. 
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Ze obliged—said I could have an entire complex 
out in the city, but I was modest in my requests 
as befits a good wife. I have not been entirely 
ignorant of my lord’s nature all these years, and 
so I have something to give you. A favor for you 
to wear, as it were.” She draws from her dress a 
black cube. “When ze moves to strike you, use 
this and you will be saved.” 

Anoushka takes the box: it is small in her 
palm, very heavy, an alloy much denser than 
steel. “That defeats the point and shirks the 
challenge. I don’t have to go to meet that axe. I 
could fight back. But the game’s rules require 
that I submit to the blow.” 

“Ze will land the blow,” Numadesi says 
blandly, “but it won’t be on you. That’s the crux 
of it, yes? One strike for one strike. Ze doesn’t 
get a second try.” 

In the most technical sense, it is fair: there was 
no prohibition against Anoushka protecting 
herself, only that she must stand and receive the 
axe. She loops the chain onto her neck, clinching 
it in place so there would be no chance of losing 
it, even if she comes to disarray in the next few 
minutes. “Thank you. I’ll treasure this.” 

Numadesi arches an eyebrow. “My reward, 
Lieutenant?” 

“Naturally. I keep my word and I’ve rather 
been looking forward to it.” 
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A small laugh—Numadesi catches her hand 
and kisses her knuckles. “Have you indeed? 
Indulge me.” She sweeps her arm outward. A 
wall grows opaque and unfolds: a collection of 
what seems, at first, like esoteric art. Snakes of 
various breeds and colors, knots of octopuses in 
brilliant black and iridescent red, and a handful 
of oblong, peculiarly shaped flowers with 
fluttering sepals. 

“These are… unique. Stunning 
craftsmanship.” Anoushka places her hand on 
one of the snakes: it is thick and cool, pulsing 
like an actual animal. Its eyes brighten to life, slit 
and arctic, and a bifurcated tongue flicks in her 
direction. 

“Choose one instrument, soldier, or even 
two.” 

“Greedy,” she murmurs, and draws the black 
snake down, letting it coil around her waist. 
Heftier than it looks and finely segmented, and 
from the thrum of it there are a thousand intricate 
motors and actuators inside. As supple as human 
muscle, far more prehensile, and very long. 
“Come here, my lady.” 

Numadesi’s clothes are more complex than 
they have ever been, lattices of threads 
crisscrossing and overlaid on one another, 
layered glittering spider webs. Anoushka thinks 
of simply ripping it all off—a single motion and 
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it’d be in shreds—but she takes her time, teasing 
the webs apart, pulling strands loose with her 
teeth. She pins Numadesi against the wall, lifting 
her a few centimeters off the ground as she bites 
tender skin and licks the hollow at the base of her 
lover’s throat. Teasing, for a moment, the thin 
sheath of epidermis that protects the jugular. 

“Yes,” Numadesi whispers, holding onto 
Anoushka’s shoulders. “Sear me. I want you to 
scar me—” 

Anoushka presses her hand between 
Numadesi’s thighs: finds her already drenched, 
the tempest heat of monsoons. She kisses 
Numadesi again and slides the snake’s tail into 
her. It is not a small thing, and Numadesi moans 
as she is filled, centimeter by centimeter. 
Anoushka dictates the rhythm, unhurried even as 
Numadesi’s voice climbs. 

From somewhere in the room, a cloud of 
butterflies emerges and flutters towards them. 
Not butterflies, Anoushka soon realizes as one 
alights on her neck. They are small drones, the 
wings and chassis hiding tiny, human-like teeth 
and tongues. Several make their way under her 
jacket and latch onto her nipples, sucking and 
nibbling. More have congregated on Numadesi to 
perform much the same task, with the same 
appetite. 
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Anoushka yanks open her belt and tosses it 
aside—it lands with a clang, sudden discord—
and guides the snake’s head into herself, as much 
and as deeply as she can take. There is sufficient 
length and slack between them to keep the snake 
secured to her waist: the device is ingenious, 
must have been created for precisely this 
purpose. She seizes Numadesi by the shoulder, 
spinning her around. 

Numadesi makes a little gasp, then a louder 
one, as she is shoved into the wall. “Lieutenant.” 
Her breasts slap against the glass. “Anoushka.” 

“I’ll brand you.” Anoushka licks her mouth. 
Each time she thrusts, the part inside her whirrs 
and twists. More butterflies nip at her exposed 
skin, the back of her knees, her ankles, her spine. 
“I’ll ruin you, Numadesi.” 

Two butterfly drones choose that moment to 
clench down on her breasts. She climaxes 
clutching onto her lover’s hips, juddering and 
arching. Barely a second after, Numadesi follows 
her and screams into the glass, a high sound that 
she makes no effort to muffle or restrain. 

For a time they hold still, kept in place by 
Anoushka’s strength, covered in butterflies. 
Their mingled breathing is loud, engine 
percussion, the aftermath of combat. 

When Anoushka loosens her hands, there are 
prints of her fingers on Numadesi’s hips, thin 
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long welts. Harsh against the dark, fine-grained 
skin. She pulls the tail-end out of Numadesi, then 
the head out of herself. The snake slithers to the 
floor where it curls into a dark circle, glistening 
with the exertions of two women. 

“I’ve never been so well used in my life.” 
Numadesi falls onto the divan and shuts her eyes. 
The camellia has survived against all odds, still 
behind her ear. “You’ve acquitted yourself as a 
true champion. I’m going to be sore for days.” 

Anoushka bends to lazily stroke Numadesi’s 
back, kneading her yielding curves, the bounty of 
her contours. “You’ve been too long without a 
lover to master your body.” 

“And how I yearn to be mastered like this 
every afternoon and every night.” She nuzzles 
Anoushka’s thigh. “Women the galaxies over 
would commit mass slaughter to spend an 
evening with you. They would go mad for you 
and throw themselves at your feet to petition for 
a kiss, a glance. If soldiering ever begins to turn 
stale…” 

“But the fact I’m a soldier is the draw, 
Numadesi.” Anoushka kisses Numadesi’s jaw. 
“That I kill for a living, yet leash that violence to 
fuck you just so. That I have shot enemies in cold 
blood and carved open their bodies, but would 
cut you up only if you ask.” 
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“Oh, stop, Lieutenant. You’re going to make 
me wet all over again and I’ll need you to split 
me in two, absolutely smash me to pieces.” A 
heavy sigh. “Survive tomorrow morning, please. 
I’d like to dream of you—alive and well, 
glorious and potent and irresistible—for a very 
long time to come.” 

“If I live,” she murmurs in Numadesi’s ear, 
“I’ll give you much more than a dream.” 

 
On the last night, Anoushka kisses Dushann 

thrice on the mouth. Ze gives her a serrated disc 
that grants her authority over the Crimson 
Admiral’s flagship, absolute and total. It would 
open to her like a flower or burn up every single 
one of its engines if she requires. 

“You can take care of the rest, I daresay.” Ze 
has two leopards in zer lap, their heads pillowed 
on zer knees and the rest of them draped around 
zer like shawls. “How do you feel about 
tomorrow morning?” 

“No differently than I felt about it the previous 
days.” 

“Wondrous. I like to see you in high spirits.” 
Dushann runs zer hands down the leopards’ 
golden heads, their starry coats. “See you in a 
few hours, Lieutenant.” 
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As before, Anoushka sleeps well and deeply 
in the splendid bed. As before, she wakes up 
refreshed. She takes her time grooming herself 
and putting on the Amaryllis uniform. Not for 
symbolism so much as the sharpness of it, the 
precise lines of trousers and jacket, the bespoke 
tailoring: the Crimson Admiral demands 
impeccable presentation of her officers. 
Anoushka ensures every pin and button is in 
place, set against the faceted fabrics dyed in 
Amaryllis colors. Oxblood and burgundy for 
now. She intends to reinvent them when she has 
the leisure. 

A leopard waits outside her door. It leads her 
out of the mansion and past the hedge maze into 
a grove of primeval trees: trunks like the legs of 
prehistoric predators, canopies so black and 
complete they blot out the morning. The beast 
lures her deep into this grove, sidestepping 
protruding roots with dainty grace. The air is 
green and deeply damp, jungle-warm, as of being 
inside a great naga’s belly. 

They stop at a shrine of old stone robed in 
lichen and cleaved by a single door that gapes 
like a long, grotesque grin. The leopard darts out 
of sight, duty fulfilled. Anoushka squeezes 
through the entrance. 

The interior is lit by wall lamps, smelling of 
earth and wet granite and clay. Dushann stands in 
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the far corner, silhouetted like an apocalyptic 
harbinger, methodically sharpening an axe 
against a whetstone. Scrape scrape scrape, an 
ancient and anachronistic sound in the age of 
artillery that makes cinderous lumps of worlds. A 
copy of the axe ze left behind as an offering to 
the admiral: the same elegant blade, the same 
jade grip, altogether too bulky for practical use—
a thing for deadly play and no other purpose. 
“Eminently punctual of you, Lieutenant.” 

“Punctuality is a soldier’s watchword, Lord of 
Sumadram. In a way it’s the marksmanship of 
decorum. So how are we going to do this, then? I 
sense you don’t stand on ceremony.” Anoushka 
sweeps her hair to one side, exposing the back of 
her neck, the smooth skin there. “Should I put 
my throat someplace convenient? The slab over 
there—will that do?” 

“Much obliged.” 
She kneels and places her chin on the rough, 

viridescent stone. From above she hears the drip-
drip-drip of forest dew. She has not offered to 
bind her hands—after all Dushann didn’t, back 
on the flagship—and the little black cube sits 
nestled in her palm, waiting, warming to her 
body heat. The rest is listening for the trajectory 
of the swing and keeping blind faith in 
Numadesi’s gift. 
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Dushann does not prolong the moment, does 
not stretch it out with a sadist’s languorous 
delight. There is a whisper of metal on stone as 
ze hefts the axe: up, contesting gravity without 
effort. Anoushka curls her fist, squeezing the 
cube’s trigger. 

The axe hisses as it lacerates the air. It falls, 
thunderous, on stone. 

She springs away from the slab, from where 
Dushann has sundered the granite to cracked, 
crumbling halves. Anoushka doesn’t draw her 
gun though there is temptation and there is 
instinct; instead she stands at the ready for what 
is to come, a shift in the mood, a shift from game 
to true violence. Dushann is working the axe, 
loosening it from where it has lodged deep. 

“It looks like I missed,” ze says calmly. “How 
embarrassing, yet so goes the rule that I myself 
established. No need to be urgent, Lieutenant, 
I’m a civilized being and will not be swinging at 
you. One blow for one blow, that’s the spirit and 
the letter. Quite clever to disrupt my vision in 
this place where I’m limited to one pair of eyes. I 
can guess how you came by that solution, but I 
shan’t press. This has worked out well for you, 
hasn’t it?” 

Anoushka lets the quiet run its course, a pause 
in which she does not dignify that with an 
answer. “You always meant for me to survive.” 
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“Did I, now?” Ze bares bioluminescent teeth, 
garish green in the dim. “Whatever gave you the 
idea.” 

“My death would’ve brought you no benefit, 
not even fleeting amusement. You don’t have a 
grudge with the Amaryllis such that killing one 
of its officers would bring you satisfaction. 
You’ve given me the Armada’s reins, and though 
I haven’t yet verified how functional they are, I 
don’t doubt their authenticity. From my 
perspective it appears you’re handing me all this 
for no reason, so why behead me on the last day? 
One way or another, I’m more valuable to you 
alive. And there’s the fact of your eccentric 
governance. Your gathering of the exiled and the 
lost. Your selecting of spouses. To me all this is 
nonsensical; to you there must be a reason.” 

“It’s true,” ze says, leaning against the axe, “I 
did wonder if you would make a suitable bride. 
This is nothing to do with your inclinations or 
looks, rather to do with factors of… 
compatibility. My goals were twinned. One was 
to see whether you could be a candidate for this 
experiment, and the answer is no. Another was 
that, in the near future, a new country shall be 
founded. It shall be wild and strange, unlike any 
other before or since, and I wanted insurance.” 

“Like a fleet commanded by someone aligned 
with your interests, someone who owes you a 
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favor.” Anoushka pauses. “Why not steal the 
Armada for yourself, become its admiral? That’s 
more efficient.” 

Dushann chortles. “No no no. That does not 
suit my temperament at all. To be responsible for 
so many in that particular way. To be a tyrant! 
And to engineer violence on such scale, to gaze 
upon a thriving world and see its future in ash 
and stellar dust. Yet those things are your forte, 
no? They are the bones that scaffold your 
ambitions. To what end I wouldn’t presume to 
say, but they run parallel to my plans. What will 
it be, then? Will you take up this deal, let’s call it 
another game?” 

“What kind of military protection are you 
expecting for this hypothetical country of 
yours?” 

“Nothing concrete. I want to avoid conflict by 
main force. The important thing is the aegis of 
promise—the threat. Of course you’ll need to 
salvage the good name of the Armada of 
Amaryllis, which of late has been quite dragged 
through the mud…” 

Anoushka loosens her stance, though that does 
not mean anything: for her violence is as easy as 
breathing, and she requires no transition to 
switch from civil conversation to its obverse. 
“Was that your doing?” 
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“I’m not omnipotent, Lieutenant, and the 
Crimson Admiral is not infallible. Defeat 
happens, even to the sharpest tactician. When 
this country of mine is born, you’ll hear of it at 
once, and that’s when I will collect my debt. 
Nothing dreadful compared to an axe blow, 
wouldn’t you agree?” 

And far more inescapable than a falling axe: 
what ze has given her, ze can take away. 
“Reasonable enough. I commit myself to our 
transaction. One last question—what are you, 
and what was your experiment?” 

Ze puts a finger to zer lips. “Those are two 
questions and the answer is that it’s a secret, 
Lieutenant. Next time we meet, I believe I shall 
be addressing you as Admiral.” 

 
Anoushka packs in no time: she travels light, 

the habits of any soldier, toiletries and 
medications, guns and ammunition and knives. A 
few changes of clothes and armor. And now, to 
add to the load, the gifts from her hosts—
Dushann’s and Numadesi’s, though the black 
cube now lies inert, of no particular use. 
Someday she might have it dissected, reverse-
engineered, and through that learn Dushann’s 
true nature. For now, it is a memento. 
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Altogether her suitcase weighs next to 
nothing. She leaves the mansion lighter than 
when she entered Sumadram: Dushann’s head 
was greater freight than anything she owns. The 
mansion staff have surfaced to watch her leave, 
perhaps because she is the first arrival to do so in 
decades, if not ever. The sole person with the 
choice and ability to depart. She activates her 
access to Klesa at the Sacred Root, the true and 
complete instance. At once it fills her vision with 
classified data—troop movement, supply chains, 
the readiness of each Amaryllis relay—that 
should be reserved for the Crimson Admiral 
alone. To the intelligence Anoushka says, “Status 
on my ship.” 

“It has not been tampered with and remains in 
perfect condition. Energy level at eighty percent, 
all systems awaiting your pleasure. I 
acknowledge you as my master, Lieutenant 
Anoushka. Do you wish to revoke all other users’ 
accesses to me?” 

“Not yet. Leave them be for now. Keep me 
apprised of the positions of all Amaryllis 
vessels.” 

The leopards have emerged from their dens, 
flowing parallel with her like slow, sunlit rivers: 
an escort to ensure she is undisturbed, or to 
ensure she does not change her mind and stray. 
Now that they have made their arrangements and 
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Dushann has stated zer terms, ze has no use for 
her continued presence. Her potential to suborn 
zer citizens. She smiles to herself briefly at the 
thought. 

An overcast day. All the city’s gold moves 
with her, nearly soundless, whiskered and 
clawed. Creche guardians have brought their 
charges out to observe: she is an object lesson. In 
what, she can’t imagine—for or against leaving 
Sumadram, the merits and demerits of a leopard 
procession. She doesn’t expect they will 
remember her for long. Life here proceeds at its 
own inertia. Tomorrow may be rewritten, every 
rule switched out or reversed according to 
Dushann’s whims or new axioms ze would like 
to test. Ze may take a new consort, decide to 
have two or five at once, or none at all. Another 
step toward zer nation, another step toward a 
future in which she will need to repay zer favors. 

But that is a distant event yet. For the moment 
she has a commander to depose, an armada to 
subjugate and turn to her own purposes. 

Her ship, small and sleek and silver, rests 
beneath its canopied cover: just as she has left it, 
as Klesa promised. And, close by, Numadesi. In 
a splendor of fabrics like onyx and fire opals, her 
hair bound up in rose pearls. She stands with her 
hands clasped around her stomach, her 
expression solemn. “I thought I’d see you off, 
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Lieutenant. In Sumadram there’s always too 
much audience, and I wanted my last moment 
with you to be private.” 

“Why so, my lady?” She puts her suitcase 
down. Lets it roll the rest of the way into the 
ship, which opens to swallow it up and then seals 
once more, seamless. “Was there anything you 
wanted to say that was for my ear alone?” 

“Yes. Obviously.” Numadesi takes a small 
breath: it stirs her delicate clothing, tendrils 
moving like smoke. “You weren’t here long, but 
you reminded me there’s a world outside 
Sumadram. For that, I thank you. Where you’re 
going, and what you’re setting out to do, you 
won’t require a companion.” 

“Wouldn’t I?” Anoushka lowers her voice. 
“You haven’t packed. I thought I promised you 
that you’d have more than a dream of me. Or if 
you’d rather remain here—” 

A quick glance up, down, as though not quite 
believing. “Oh.” Numadesi exhales. “I didn’t 
expect you to keep that part. My lord has 
delivered all you wanted and I haven’t anything 
left to offer. I… won’t I get in the way?” 

“My immediate future may be very dangerous. 
That’s true. I can come back for you later, once 
I’ve secured my post and station. I don’t think 
Dushann will stop me or stop you, and if ze does 
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I will remind zer that it behooves zer to be in my 
good graces.” 

“Well.” Numadesi’s fingers twitch, clench. 
Relax, little by little. “I’d like to see that. But 
more than that I’d like to come with you. I’ve 
always preferred gratification now rather than 
deferred.” 

“That I can believe.” Anoushka holds out her 
hand. “My ship’s small, but there’s room for two. 
And I have so much to show you. The Golden 
Magnolia, and anything else you wish to 
witness.” 

“Yes,” whispers Numadesi, stepping into her 
arms. “Show me the universe, Lieutenant, show 
me the furnaces and the stars that forged you. 
Show me everything, and show me your heart.” 
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1. Senna 
 
“One day,” said Yvna, giving me an intent, 
focused look with eyes that had turned silver, 
“You’ll look in the mirror and there won’t be any 
human at all left there. And on that day you’ll 
feel nothing but relief.” 

I sighed a little then, in anticipation, before 
quickly squashing the feeling. The deal wasn’t 
closed yet. 

Yvna, my contact in the Network, smoothed 
back her limp-looking hair with a gloved hand, 
still studying me with those hard silver eyes. 
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She’d finally agreed to meet me here, in a bar in 
this city where neither of us lived, after I’d 
begged for weeks. 

“It isn’t magic,” she cautioned, voice sharp. 
“You need to realize that. It doesn’t fix 
everything. It’ll be different, you’ll change, but 
you’re still you in the end.” 

“I understand,” I said, trying not to seem too 
eager. You’re not supposed to want it badly. 
You’re supposed to be cool, rational, logical; 
you’re supposed to seem as if you haven’t been 
letting this hollow you out inside for your whole 
life. “I want to be different than what I am now.” 

She looked at her drink and then, making a 
sound that reminded me of regret, pushed it 
away. She was far along in her own change and 
didn’t need food anymore. 

“You aren’t listening,” she said, frustrated. 
“Look… It feels like everything in my body is 
quiet now. It’s good. But sometimes it’s like I’m 
losing touch with the things that used to make 
life worth living.” 

She must have seen my look of panic, because 
she hastened to add, “There’s always things you 
have to leave behind. That’s normal. That’s what 
change is like. It’s all frightening and new, and 
you lose things. But mostly, it’s good. It feels 
right. Solid. Like coming home. Like I’ve 
become myself.” 
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“What if…” I started to ask, but I couldn’t 
bring myself to go on. I took a sip of my drink 
instead, and wondered for a moment if I’d miss 
the sensation of liquid pouring down my throat. 

“If it’s not what you wanted, there’s a kill 
command you can send,” she said. “But you 
can’t go back to what you were, not completely. 
It doesn’t work that way. Some changes are 
permanent. You have to be willing to commit.” 

“I still want it,” I said firmly. I met her eyes, 
trying to seem fearless and certain. “I’m sure.” 

“Okay.” She glanced quickly around at the 
other patrons in the bar, then slid me a small 
unlabeled package. “I won’t stand in your way. 
Just swallow what’s in here. It’ll start. But don’t 
come whining to us if it isn’t what you expect.” 

 
The package lay uneasily in my jacket pocket 

on the monorail home. My fingers played 
nervously over the outside of the package, 
turning it over and over. 

The wild green spaces between the teeming 
cities that had once been pressurized domes flew 
by outside. The unpeopled, terraformed lands of 
the planet of Sovena were beautiful in their stark 
and lush way. 

I wondered if I would still understand that 
beauty after. Some people on the Network forum 
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said they did; others said they lost that sense and 
didn’t miss it. 

The loudspeaker was playing a speech by the 
premier of the puppet government the Loyan 
invaders had installed to run Sovena. “Humans 
must remember who we were,” he said in his 
reedy, wheezing voice. “We must look to our 
own biology, our own hearts and hands of fragile 
flesh, to make ourselves great and whole and 
pure again.” A crowd cheered. 

There was a male-looking Artificial in the 
monorail car with us; his skin was gleaming 
chrome and his eyes were a dazzling swirl of 
blues and reds. His white hair hung limply at 
chin-length. The others in the car had made a 
space around him, pointedly looking away as the 
speech played. He saw me staring at him with 
something that wasn’t the hatred Sovenes have 
for Artificials now, and raised a metallic 
eyebrow. 

I looked quickly away, but I fantasized that 
he’d seen something in me. 

Something that was the same. 

 
My wives Gea and Deeyen were waiting when 

I got home to our apartment back in the crowded 
city of Fallow Dome. They sat at the table in the 
kitchen, absently holding hands and talking in 
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low voices. They stopped at once and turned to 
look at me when I came in, looking as if they’d 
been caught at something. I fought down the tidal 
wave of guilt that threatened to carry me away, 
and went in. 

“Well?” Gea asked. 
“I got it,” I said simply. Gea closed her eyes 

and sighed. Deeyen looked like she might be 
about to cry. 

“We talked about this,” I said, my voice 
unexpectedly shaky. 

“No, Senna, you talked about this,” Deeyen 
said heatedly. “You told us what you wanted and 
how it was going to be. Did you ever even stop 
to think about what it was going to do to the rest 
of us?” 

Gea put a hand on Deeyen’s shoulder. 
“It’s fine,” said Gea, with a smile that didn’t 

quite reach her eyes. “We’re very happy for 
you.” 

 
I sat in the little room we used as an office, 

examining the package but not quite daring to 
open it. There was a knock at the door; Gea 
poked her head in. 

“How’s Dees?” I asked. 
Gea sat down on the floor mats with me, 

grunting as she arranged her legs into position. 
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“She’s feeling what she’s feeling, right now,” she 
said. “And maybe it’s best to let her feel it. She 
went to pick up Falye.” Falye was our son; he 
was ten. 

“Thank you for talking to her,” I said, even 
though I wasn’t sure Gea actually had. 

“She’s afraid,” said Gea. “And, to be honest, 
so am I. Sen… she’s right. You did just drop this 
on us.” 

“I didn’t, though!” I protested, fighting a 
horrible sinking feeling deep in my gut. “I tried 
to let you know…” 

“But you never just came out and said it,” said 
Gea. She was trying to be her usual calm, patient 
self, but even I could see that she was rattled. 

“I couldn’t,” I said, voice catching. “I’m so 
sorry. I just couldn’t. I was too scared. I mean, 
with everything that’s happened lately, can you 
blame me?” 

Gea ran a hand over the smooth baldness of 
her head. “I wish you’d trusted us enough to say 
something.” 

I could only shrug. What could I say, that it 
was less about trust than it was about me being a 
coward? 

“Is that it?” she gestured at the package. “Did 
you take it?” 

“That’s it,” I confirmed. “And no. Not yet.” 
“Are you going to?” 
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“I can’t go on like this,” I said softly. 
“Please… try to understand.” 

In response, Gea took me into her arms and 
held me there for a long, long time. 

“I don’t understand,” she said at last. But 
before the shock and panic could finish coursing 
through me, she said, “But it doesn’t matter. I 
love you. We’ll… we’ll get through this.” 

 
What makes a human want—need—to 

become an Artificial? There was a little pamphlet 
the Network had created to hand out to friends 
and family that tried to answer that question. I 
gave it to Gea before she left. 

Environment, it suggested, or something about 
hormone levels at birth. That, or maybe it had 
something to do with constant exposure to all the 
forms of synthetic intelligence we’d created over 
the ten thousand years since humans had left 
Earth. Maybe that had started to change us in 
ways we couldn’t imagine. That was the one I 
liked to believe, when I looked for a reason at all. 

All I knew was that it was something I’d felt 
since I was a little girl. It had never gone away 
despite therapy, prayer, wishing, and simply 
trying to ignore it. 

I sat in my tiny office after Gea left, my heart 
aching for my wives, my son. My hand closed on 
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the package. Inside were the tiny, microscopic 
nanomachines that would start the process of 
changing me. I couldn’t bring myself to take 
them, not yet. But I couldn’t live this way 
anymore. 

I was a coward, and I knew it. Yes, I wanted a 
heart of plastic and tubing, not one of flesh. I 
wanted to be sensors and circuits and the solid 
weight of metal and chrome. But would that ever 
stop the guilt? 

I set the package aside and went to see 
Deeyen. 

 
My younger wife was down in her tiny lab 

monitoring the growth of some new type of 
fungus that had started killing plants out in the 
empty lands. I didn’t pretend to understand it. I 
was only a librarian, and the science that she and 
Gea, a biopsychologist, could toss back and forth 
at one another over dinner was beyond me. 

“Hey,” I said, letting myself in. “Can we 
talk?” 

“If you want,” said Deeyen coolly. 
I paused, not sure of what I wanted to say to 

her. There was so much. Please try to 
understand. It was this or suicide. I can’t help it. 
I love you. I’m sorry. 
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But what I said was, “Gea says we’ll get 
through it.” 

“Ah, Gea says,” said Deeyen sarcastically. 
“Wonderful.” 

“But—” 
“You know what the Loyans will do to you, if 

they find out?” asked Deeyen, eyes hard. 
“To all of us?” 

“No, they won’t do anything to you,” I 
insisted, though I was unsure. The Network’s 
underground online forums had all kinds of 
horror stories, and I wasn’t sure what to believe. 
“It’s my risk. You can say you didn’t know.” 

“Sen!” protested Deeyen, her cool reserve 
vanishing. “Please stop talking like—like—
you’ve got it all planned out!” 

“I do have it planned out,” I said matter-of-
factly. 

“I don’t want to lose you,” said Deeyen, eyes 
bright with tears. “I can’t stand it. I have no idea 
what to tell Falye.” 

“You won’t lose me! And I’ll handle Falye,” I 
said. 

“But how will we tell him when the Loyans 
come to take his mamesye away? How can I 
possibly…” She turned quickly away. “Did you 
take it yet?” 

“No.” 
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“Then… please don’t. Not yet. Can you wait a 
little while?” 

“I don’t think I can,” I replied honestly. I 
could feel the blood in my veins, the softness of 
my skin, the squish of my organs, and I clenched 
my teeth. 

“I don’t want you to change,” said Deeyen 
sharply, angrily wiping at her eyes. “I love you 
like you are!” 

“I won’t be that different,” I said, trying to be 
soothing. “It’s just how I look…” 

“I like how you look! And I like how you are. 
How you smell, how you talk, how you breathe. 
All of that’s going to change. Please, please, go 
see Gea’s friends at her practice. I’m sure one of 
them can help you.” 

“I tried therapy,” I allowed. “A long time ago, 
before I met either you or Gea. It didn’t help.” 

“Try again!” 
“Dees,” I said firmly. “I can’t. I’m sorry. But 

this is what I have to do.” 
She wiped her eyes and turned back to her 

samples. “Then we have nothing further to say to 
one another. Please check on Falye on your way 
back upstairs.” 

 
I said a quick good night to a blissfully 

unaware Falye and went back to the office. I 
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stayed up late, reading over posts in the 
Network’s forums. I saw one from Yvna, the sei 
I’d met earlier today. Sei was a shorthand; it 
meant “synthetically enhanced intelligence.” 
Artificials, both manufactured and human-born, 
cyborg Synthetics, and other not-quite-human 
forms of intelligence, used it instead of “man,” 
“woman,” or “person.” 

Gea and Deeyen talked in low voices in the 
room nearby. Deeyen was crying again, and I 
thought maybe Gea was too. I caught snatches of 
conversation. 

“…don’t know if I can love…” 
“…Falye is so young, he won’t care, but…” 
“…the Loyans, they hate…” 
“…why she didn’t say anything? Was it me? I 

don’t…” 
I slumped, defeated. The old familiar 

depression grabbed me, threatening to drag me 
under. I didn’t want to be so selfish. I’d spent my 
whole life trying not to be selfish. 

But I didn’t know what else to do. I had 
screwed everything up by not telling them. I 
knew I was going to lose friends, and family, and 
I wanted to hang on to all of it. I couldn’t stand 
the idea of their love turning to revulsion, hate, 
and fear. 

And, of course, I was afraid of the Loyans. 
We were all afraid of the Loyans. 
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A year after Falye was born, war had come to 
Sovena. Loyan ships smashed through the system 
defenses, pulverizing our own fleet, and had 
hurled bombs at the planet for three days before 
the government surrendered. I still remembered 
the bombs falling on Relko’s Shield, the city 
where we’d lived before. I had picked up a 
screaming Falye while Deeyen had helped a hurt 
and bleeding Gea along, and we’d run as fast as 
we could from the shattered remains of our old 
building. All around us was fire, the furious 
sound of the bombs slamming into the city, and 
the screams of the terrified and the doomed. 

I remembered seeing a single Artificial 
directing people into the shelter, her skin 
gleaming in the horrible orange light of the 
flames. 

“Go safely,” she’d said to me. 
When the government surrendered Sovena to 

Greater Loyan, Deeyen had cried while Gea 
worried. But all I could think of was how Loyan 
hated the Artificials, how they saw them as 
nothing more than property, and how I would 
have to fight that part of myself every day if I 
wanted to keep my family safe. 

I managed it for nine years. And then, 
suddenly, I couldn’t anymore. 

Two weeks before I had weighed out exactly 
how much of Gea’s painkillers would be fatal. 
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But then I stopped, and cried. I couldn’t do it. I 
wasn’t brave enough. I’d put the pills away and 
sent Yvna a desperate message through the 
Network’s forum. 

I can’t do this anymore. Please help me. 
I couldn’t bring myself to tell Gea and 

Deeyen—not until I was only minutes from 
leaving to meet Yvna. And so I dropped it on 
them in the worst possible way: I told them what 
I was, what I was going to do, and walked out. 

I was a coward, and I knew it. 
I glanced in the mirror. A human face stared 

back, and I winced. I desperately wanted to be 
someone else. 

“So… let me do one brave thing,” I said to 
myself, and opened the package. A single steel-
gray capsule fell out. 

That was it? It was too nondescript, too 
innocuous to contain the future. 

I picked it up, weighing it in my trembling 
hand. It was heavier than I’d expected. Then I 
nodded briskly to myself and swallowed it. 

 
That night, as I slept in the big bed with Gea 

and Deeyen, I dreamed of the vast, open spaces 
between the cities. I dreamed of running through 
the snarl of trees and underbrush, joints moving 
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in oiled precision, without needing to breathe or 
strain. 

And I dreamed of placing my hand on the bare 
ground, and feeling the heart of the planet pulse 
beneath me. I could almost see Sovena surround 
me in a way I’d never thought possible before. 

The next morning I woke feeling different. I 
gave Deeyen a hug, and she relaxed and let me. 
Gea kissed me and said we would find our way 
through it, somehow. 

“Just as long as you don’t leave us,” Deeyen 
said. 

“Never,” I assured her through a blur of tears. 
But there was a little part of me that wondered if 
that was a lie. I could still feel the call of the 
open spaces as we huddled together. Beyond the 
cities, Sovena waited. 

 
Falye was ready to go downstairs. It was my 

turn to take him to school, so I had the family’s 
car. He was a strong-willed, passionate child, and 
I loved him desperately. 

“Hey,” I said to him on the way there. 
“Mamesye’s going to change a bit, okay?” 

“You are?” he asked, almost bored. “Like, 
how?” 
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“Like… in ways that are going to seem 
weird,” I said. “I might look like I’m… metal, 
and plastic. And after a while, I will be.” 

“Are you going to be an Artificial?” he asked, 
eyes wide. I suddenly had his full attention. 

“Yeah,” I said, and with the word one weight 
lifted from my shoulders, and another slammed 
down on them. 

“Yes!” he said, clapping his hands in delight. 
“Artificials are the best! Will you be able to bend 
steel and have guns in your arms?” 

I wanted to laugh and cry, all at the same time. 
“Maybe,” I said. “But probably not. I don’t like 
guns. I’ll still be your mamesye, right? I’m 
always going to love you. You know that.” 

“Sure,” he said, losing interest again. 
I blinked my tears away. “Just… let’s keep it a 

secret between us for a while, okay? It’s 
important.” 

“I know,” he said as we pulled up to his 
school. Pure Human Family read a yellow 
banner fluttering out front, beside a picture of 
four men and two babies; none of them had any 
kind of visible tech on their bodies. “It’s cause of 
the Loyans. I’m not stupid.” 

“No,” I said, full of pride and worry. “You’re 
not.” 
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Slowly, I began to change. My limbs started to 
hurt in strange, deep ways, and then suddenly 
they felt fine. Areas of numbness spread all over 
my body, and then sensation would return—
different sensation. My period vanished, I 
stopped sweating. My eyes began to move more 
quickly, and I started needing less sleep. My 
body temperature dropped; Gea complained that 
my feet were always cold in the bed at night. 

I started being able to look at math problems 
and know the answers without thinking. But then 
I’d hear music and I would understand the 
precise mathematics of it, but the beauty of the 
piece seemed dulled, as if I was feeling it 
through a layer of cotton. I was bothered by this, 
at first, but then I wasn’t. 

The planetary network became strangely 
easier to navigate, almost friendly. I found 
information almost before I needed it—which for 
a librarian was something I definitely noticed. 
My way was often cleared, monorail cars arrived 
just on time, and we always had plenty of 
bandwidth. Other seis on the Network reported 
the same thing. 

My skin began to freckle silver, then 
discolored areas started to spread all over my 
body. When they reached my face and my eyes 
turned from deep brown to silver, co-workers at 
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the Information Center started to ask if I was sure 
I was all right. 

Of course, I replied, and bought makeup and 
colored contacts to cover it all up. 

My hair lost its bounce and turned flat and 
straight. Some of it fell out. I cut my hair close to 
my head to hide the bald spots. 

When I moved my hands, I swore after a 
while I could hear little servo motors whirring. I 
had imagined that since I was a child, but now I 
was sure, I was sure it was real. 

The world outside became a much more 
frightening place. The Network had started 
buzzing about threats, seis disappearing. I started 
watching my back on the street, and I bought a 
cloak with long sleeves to hide my body. There 
were fewer and fewer visible Artificials these 
days. Loyan soldiers still patrolled the city streets 
in their yellow armored vehicles, weapons 
bristling from their hands. 

This is the time for humanity to remember 
itself, the yellow banners read. Greater Loyan 
will lead us to a higher purpose. 

Those banners blowing in the stiff wind made 
me shiver—or they would have, if I still felt the 
cold. 
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 “How are you feeling?” Gea asked one day. 
“Do you still think this is right?” 

“I do,” I said, and I was absolutely sure of it. 
“And… how are you?” 

She smiled warmly, and kissed the half-skin, 
half-something else of my forehead. “Better,” 
she said. “You’re still you, in all the ways that 
matter. I suppose I was afraid you’d just be 
someone different.” 

I shrugged. “I’m always me, I guess. Deeyen 
worried about that, too.” 

“She’s coming around,” said Gea, though she 
didn’t sound entirely convinced. “Give her a 
little time.” 

I’d tried to talk to her, but she wouldn’t 
engage. Falye thought it was silly when I told 
him she was still angry at me, and he’d told her 
so. But not even that had cracked the shield of 
hurt and anger that surrounded her now. 

Every night, I felt the nanomachines within 
me chew away what was human, replacing it 
with what was not. And every morning, I felt a 
little more like myself. But any joy or relief I 
might have felt was shattered by Deeyen’s icy, 
distant eyes. 

 
Early one gray and rainy morning I dropped 

off a groaning, complaining Falye at school, 
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dropped the car back at home, and headed for my 
job. I’d had a news feed added to the constant 
information stream that had appeared somewhere 
behind my field of vision a few weeks ago, and I 
idly watched the headlines go by as I rode the 
monorail towards the city center. 

One of them caught my attention, and cold 
fear seized me. 

LOYAN AUTHORITIES CRACK DOWN 
ON ILLEGAL CYBORG-CREATING 
NETWORK 

I quickly scanned the story—there was little 
enough information. But I thought of all the time 
I’d spent on the forum, all the seis from the 
Network I’d talked to. They were all in danger, I 
thought through a haze of panic, and so was I. 

I heard Deeyen’s accusing voice in my 
mind. You know what the Loyans will do to you, 
if they find out? To all of us? 

How could I have been so stupid? 
I burst off the monorail at the next stop and 

sprinted back towards our apartment building. 
It was too late. City police, backed by yellow-

clad Loyan soldiers, clustered outside the 
building. I skidded to a halt, not daring to come 
closer. 

Police led two figures into the waiting vans: 
Gea and Deeyen. Deeyen looked up at just the 
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right time, and our eyes met for a split second 
before they shoved her into the van. 

She could have shouted to warn the police, to 
try and save herself. She could have looked at me 
with hate in her eyes. But there was nothing but 
an empty dread there, and then she was gone. 

I was too far away. I couldn’t get to them. I 
couldn’t do anything but stand there and watch 
as the van roared off into the streets, leaving me 
alone. 

I turned and ran as fast as I could away from 
there. I ran until I had passed through the gates of 
the city, into the vast, wild lands beyond. 

 
I passed by the farms and through the forest 

belt, avoiding the occasional patrols that flew by 
overhead. 

Sovenes had once lived in domes, back during 
the three thousand years in which this world was 
an uninhabitable nightmare. We had terraformed 
it a little bit at a time, pressing against the walls 
of our tight, cramped domes, until at last we had 
taken apart the plastic walls and breathed in the 
fresh air of the world we’d created for ourselves. 

But those old habits had died hard, and 
Sovenes by and large had decided to stay in the 
cities that grew where the domes had been. We’d 
set aside the rest of the land as a reserve, an 
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empty monument to our own persistence. The 
forest was also the resting place for Sovene dead; 
each person was buried here with a tree above 
them. 

The Loyans had been content to mostly ignore 
those places; the cities were their focus. 
Thankfully, that meant the patrols were few. 

I ran and ran into the wilderness, worrying 
with each heavy, metal footfall about what had 
happened to my wives and son. I didn’t dare turn 
around to try and find out. I would only put them 
in more danger, or so I told myself. 

With every step I cursed myself for being 
nothing more than a pathetic coward. Why 
hadn’t I followed the van? Why hadn’t I gone to 
find Falye? Why hadn’t I at least stayed in the 
city? 

I had no good answer. I had done the only 
thing that had made sense. 

But as I ran I felt the strength in my arms and 
legs, and the quietness of my body. The branches 
caught at my sides, the leaves shone green 
overhead, and I began to feel like someone had 
let me out of prison for the first time in my life. 

I needed no sleep, and no food. The 
nanomachines had ignited a tiny fusion reactor in 
my belly, and now I drew energy from the air 
and the sunlight. But there were times when I sat 
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against the trunk of a tree and experienced 
something that was felt almost like a dream. 

I saw a high hill deep in the wilderness, far 
from the automated farms and the band of 
carefully cultivated, protected forests. I felt a 
tugging sensation, as if someone had looped a 
rope around me and was drawing me towards it. 

And so when I rose and started running again, 
I ran towards that place. 

 
At last I emerged from the forest and began to 

climb a gray, ancient mountain. As the sun rose 
overhead, I found my way onto a rocky 
promontory. 

Twelve others waited there, sitting in a circle. 
They were human-born Artificials all, some in 
various stages of transition, others 
indistinguishable from the kind of Artificial that 
was manufactured. 

I sat with them. 
“Welcome, Senna,” said one, and I recognized 

her as Yvna, the sei I’d met so long ago in that 
bar. “I was wondering if we’d see you.” 

“Is this all of us?” I asked. The Network had 
once had hundreds of members from all over 
Sovena. 

“It may be,” said another, a tall male-looking 
sei with hair and eyes the color of midnight. His 
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face had a starry pattern painted on it. “We’ve 
been sending our signal for weeks, now. You’re 
the only one to come for many days.” 

I bowed my head in grief, and knew that they 
shared it. 

“They took my wives and son,” I said softly. 
“Yes,” said Yvna. “My husband was also 

taken. I don’t know what happened to him.” 
“My parents,” said another. 
“My sisters, my daughters,” said another. 

They went around the circle; everyone had lost 
and lost and lost. And they’d all run away, like I 
had. 

“Why do they hate us so much?” I asked, 
though I knew I asked a futile question. History, 
paranoia, the need to find someone to blame… 
all of those were answers, and none of them 
mattered to us one bit. There was nothing we 
could do to change them. 

“Sit with us,” said Yvna warmly. “Share with 
us. We can at least be here for one another, while 
we wait to see if anyone else comes.” 

And so we clasped our hands, and through the 
metal connections in our palms we shared our 
lives with one another. Memories, dreams, 
heartbreaks, hopes, and something more, a deep 
vibration that tied us to one another and to the 
planet itseld, whirled around the circle at the 
speed of thought. 
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We stayed like that, grieving and consoling 
one another, until the moss grew over us and the 
vines began to climb our arms to curl, gently, 
around our closed eyes. 

 
 
 
2. Lurbira 

 
“Almost got it,” a high-pitched voice said, and 

then I felt something crack and peel away. My 
hands fell to my sides, and I reeled back, the 
connection with the others broken. 

There was a rustling sound, and my eyes were 
once again able to see. The sky above was bright, 
and birds wheeled high overhead. An Artificial 
with the face and body of a young girl peered 
down at me. 

“Hey!” she said. “Can you hear me?” 
“Y-yes,” I said, reaching out for my 

companions, trying to feel their love and support. 
But the connection was gone. Gone. I was 
achingly, bewilderingly alone again. 

I sat up, and vines, grass, and leaves fell off of 
me in a torrent. I brushed myself off. My clothes 
were worn and brown, and my body was covered 
in dust and grime. 

How long had I been here? 
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I looked up to where the circle of other 
human-born Artificials sat, and if I’d needed to 
breathe I would have gasped. They were 
overgrown, covered head to toe with vines and 
branches. 

In the very short time that I’d been 
disconnected they’d closed the gap. Now two 
arms had emerged from the foliage to join, and 
slowly, slowly, I could see the others begin 
shuffling over to fill the space. 

I counted only seven of them. What had 
happened to the other five? When had their 
voices gone silent in the wild dream of our 
shared mind, and why hadn’t I noticed? 

“Great, you’re alive,” the small Artificial said 
flatly. “So where’s the village? Which way do 
we go?” 

“What?” I asked, my voice sounding tinny and 
hollow in my ears. 

“Lurbira, give her a second,” said another 
voice from nearby. I looked and saw a tall, dark-
skinned human woman standing there. She 
looked so much like Deeyen that I almost cried 
out in pain. She came over and knelt next to me. 
“Hey,” she said, and her voice was warm and 
friendly. “I’m Leshandre Siphany. What’s your 
name?” 

“D-Delshabour Senna,” I said shakily. 
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“How long have you been sitting there, 
Senna?” she asked. 

“I—I don’t know,” I stammered. I tried to 
access the planetary network, but my access was 
cut off. I couldn’t reach anyone or anything. I 
named a date, the last one I’d known. 

Lurbira—which was apparently the name of 
the small Artificial—whistled. “That was six 
years ago,” she said. 

Six years, I thought, numb with shock. I felt so 
empty and alone that I couldn’t stop myself; I 
began to cry, even though my body would no 
longer make tears. 

 
Siphany had started a fire to warm herself. 

Lurbira and I sat together a little ways off, away 
from the circle of silent and still almost-statues 
that I had, in the blink of an eye, shared the past 
six years with. I could only remember fragments, 
as if somehow my memories were partly with 
me, and partly with the circle of the other seis. 

But even those little flashes, those half-
remembered fragments, were so full and strange 
that I could hardly believe, here in the cool 
twilight, that they had been real. We had shared 
our own lives, but there had been more. I felt like 
I had somehow seen all of Sovena. I had seen so 
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many things, so many places and people that 
none of us in the circle had ever dreamed of. 

I even thought I’d glimpsed Deeyen, Gea, and 
Falye; older, now, but free and together in our 
old apartment. But that couldn’t be, I told myself. 
I must have simply imagined it, or wanted it so 
badly that the other seis had shown it to me. 

After I’d calmed down I had tried to break 
back into the circle, but I couldn’t move them at 
all. My strength amounted to nothing. I couldn’t 
get them to join with me or even acknowledge 
that I was there. I screamed their names until the 
words meant nothing and I gave up, following 
Lurbira and Siphany back to their camp. 

“So,” said Lurbira as we sat together. “That 
something Artificials do around here? Sit in a 
circle and let moss grow over you?” 

I shook my head. “I don’t know. We… we 
were waiting to see if any more of us came. I 
guess they didn’t.” 

“Right,” said Lurbira. She stretched out a 
small leg and groaned. I noticed then that she 
seemed to be having a great deal of difficulty 
moving, and that many of her parts seemed old 
or secondhand. 

“Are you okay?” I asked her. 
“What do you care?” she asked, defensive. 

“Go back to your circle. Leave me alone.” 
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“I can’t go back,” I said. “They won’t let me 
back in.” 

“So go sit there in the middle or something,” 
grumbled Lurbira. 

“But they won’t share with me anymore,” I 
said, my voice coming out as a whine. “They 
won’t share their minds.” 

Lurbira stared openly at me. “You can do 
that?” 

“You can’t?” I asked, surprised. I’d assumed 
all Artificials had that ability once I’d discovered 
that I and the other seis in the circle did. 

“Nope,” said Lurbira bitterly. “Guess I didn’t 
get that upgrade. Shit. So you were, what, 
communing with one another? Must’ve been 
nice.” 

“I think it was,” I said sadly. 
“Well,” said Lurbira, picking up a stick and 

chucking it towards the fire. Siphany glared back 
at her. “Sorry we ruined it for you.” 

“Why did you separate me?” I asked, trying 
not to sound plaintive. 

“Need your help,” said Lurbira matter-of-
factly. “We can’t find the village. And also we 
thought you might be dead and I could grab a 
couple parts.” She shrugged. “No hard feelings, 
right?” 
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I shook my head. “I don’t know where the 
village is. And my parts won’t work for you; I’m 
human born. We all were.” 

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I 
knew I’d made a huge mistake. Lurbira gave me 
a look of utter loathing, and then stood and 
wobbled her way back towards the fire. 

“That one’s fucking useless,” I heard her say 
to Siphany. “And so are the rest of them. Let’s 
get out of here.” 

 
I sat under the starry Sovene sky, counting and 

identifying every point of light in the heavens. I 
knew them all; how distant they were, how 
bright, what planets if any circled around them, 
which were actually globular clusters or galaxies, 
and which had exploded and died centuries 
before. 

They are beautiful, a little part of me dimly 
remembered. They are full of life. 

I picked out one in particular, and the word 
came to my lips. “Ianas,” I whispered. “Ianas.” A 
distant, dry world, home to a thinly-settled 
network of human farms and cities. Ianas meant 
something to me, but I couldn’t quite figure out 
what. 

There was a rustling next to me, and I glanced 
over to see Siphany making her awkward way 
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through the overgrowth. She shone a light in 
front of her. I adjusted my eyes to the sudden 
brightness as it flashed over my face. 

“Oh, there you are,” said Siphany. “Do you 
mind if I come sit?” 

“Not at all,” I said absently. 
“I’m sorry about Lurbira,” she said. She 

flicked off the light, and we sat there in the dark. 
I see very well in limited light, so I studied her as 
she gazed up at the stars. She was somewhere in 
her forties, and she sat at an angle, rubbing her 
back absently. The lack of light seemed to relax 
her. I’d been nearing that age when I’d 
transitioned; I didn’t miss the aches and pains. 
“She means well. She has a lot of… ideas about 
other Artificials.” 

“I’m not an Artificial in the same way she is,” 
I said evenly. “I understand that.” 

“Yeah. You’re human-born. I haven’t met 
anyone like that before.” She fixed me with a 
speculative look, even though I knew she 
couldn’t see me very well. Then she shook her 
head, laughing. “I’m sorry. That’s rude. I 
shouldn’t stare or make a big deal out of it, I 
ought to know better.” 

“It’s all right,” I said. “Very few Sovenes 
know much about us.” 

“I’m not a Sovene,” she said before catching 
herself. “Well, not anymore. I was born here. But 
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I… left. Um. When I was young, I left with my 
friend, and I ended up on Derstan Station. I’m 
technically still a Derstan citizen, if I’m 
anything.” 

Derstan Station had been conquered by the 
Loyans during the war, just before they’d 
swarmed all over Sovena. “I’m sorry,” I said. 

“Don’t be. It was a long time ago. And I know 
the same thing happened here. At least I wasn’t 
on the station for the worst of it.” 

“I was here,” I said, remembering the bombs 
falling from the sky. “But I was human then.” 

She was still looking at me. I was about to tell 
her to just ask her questions, already, when she 
said, “I think I get it. Maybe a little bit.” 

“Oh?” I asked, curious. 
“I was a boy, before I was a girl. And I had 

awful anxiety and other problems… I suppose I 
still do. But I changed, and I manage the anxiety 
with medicine, now, and the world is different. 
Less loud. Softer. So I know a little about what 
it’s like, to become something new.” 

“Hm,” I said. 
“I like the dark,” she said. “It’s not so painful. 

Everything’s so quiet.” 
We sat there for a long time, not saying a 

word. Eventually I broke the silence. 
“Why did you come back to Sovena, after so 

long?” And why did you bring an Artificial with 
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you, when you know how bad the Loyans are? I 
wondered, but did not say. 

“Oh,” said Siphany. “For Lurbira’s sake. She 
needs repair, badly. Her body’s been falling apart 
ever since I first met her, but we’ve reached the 
limit of what we can do. She needs an expert to 
help fix her. So we came looking for the village 
of Artificials that live out in the wilds.” 

“I see,” I said. That seemed so strange, to me. 
“Surely there must be other Artificial settlements 
in the galaxy.” 

“None that we know of in Greater Loyan 
space. Everyone’s gone underground, or left. 
That’s why she’s so pissed right now,” explained 
Siphany. “She thought you might know where 
they were.” 

I shook my head. “I wish I could help you. 
I’ve never been there. They don’t like our kind.” 

“No? Why not?” 
I shrugged. A shoulder joint pinged. I needed 

some kind of maintenance, said a little report. So 
much for not having random aches and pains. I 
did my best to ignore it. “A lot of reasons. 
Maybe Lurbira can explain it.” 

“Yeah.” Siphany stood, groaning. “I need to 
get some sleep before we head out. Nice talking 
with you, Senna. And I’m sorry we disconnected 
you. Truly. We didn’t know.” 
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“It’s not your fault,” I said. “And it was nice 
talking with you, too.” 

She tromped back through the shrubs and 
weeds, leaving me alone with only the cold light 
of the stars for company. 

 
I couldn’t stop thinking about my wives and 

my son. They would be six years older, now. 
Would they have found another human woman to 
replace me in the family, or would they have 
decided to become a simple couple? What did 
they tell Falye about what had happened to me? 
Had the police and the Loyans been cruel to 
them? Had they suffered because of me? 

Crippling guilt washed over me, as strong an 
emotion as I’d felt since my awakening, and I sat 
and moaned softly to myself, head in my hands. 
And then, as the sky to the east began to lighten, 
I felt a tug from the northwest. It was the same 
sort of pull I’d felt to this place, six long years 
ago—but this time, I knew what it was. 

I walked to where the circle of my comrades 
waited, still and silent. I found Yvna and knelt by 
her side. 

“Why didn’t you tell me that nothing would 
ever be the same?” I whispered to her. “Why 
didn’t you tell me I’d lose so much?” 
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Her eyes were closed, but I thought I heard 
her answer: I did tell you. You just weren’t ready 
to listen. 

I stood, suddenly angry. “Stay in your circle. 
Ignore the world. I’m going. I’ll find a way to get 
it all back!” 

They will kill you, Yvna said mournfully. You 
will be lost to us. 

“See if I care,” I said bitterly. 
With that, I stormed down the hillside to 

where Lurbira and Siphany were breaking camp. 
“Follow me,” I said to them. “I know where 

your damn village is.” 

 
 “I thought you said you didn’t know where to 

go, human-born,” said Lurbira mockingly as they 
followed after me. 

“I can’t explain it,” I said, keeping my feet 
pointed in the right direction. “I just know where 
it is now. It’s this way.” 

“You’re sure?” asked Siphany dubiously. 
“Of course I’m sure,” I snapped. 
“Can you slow down a little?” Siphany said 

after a moment. I looked back. She seemed a 
little winded, but she was in fine shape compared 
to Lurbira, who struggled through the underbrush 
on legs that looked like they’d been cobbled 
together from two dozen different sources. 
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“All right,” I said. “I’ll wait.” 
Lurbira stumbled and fell. Siphany knelt next 

to her, eyes full of concern, and my sympathy 
caught. 

“Let me help you,” I said. 
“I don’t want your help,” Lurbira slurred, her 

voice breaking into static. “Get away from me.” 
Siphany tried to lift her and failed. She 

whipped out a tiny scanner and ran it across 
Lurbira’s body. 

“She’s had another major system fault,” 
Siphany sighed. “I—I can fix her a little. Shit. 
Hang on, Lurbira. I need to shut you down.” 

“Okay,” said Lurbira softly, and then Siphany 
tapped a code into her scanner and Lurbira just 
went… blank. I actually, physically, shivered. 

“It’s just a piece of programming we came up 
with for her,” Siphany said, noting my alarmed 
look. “We had to improvise a lot. Don’t worry, I 
can’t do it to you.” She shrugged off her pack 
and started combing through it, withdrawing 
tools and parts. “Don’t suppose you know how to 
repair Artificials?” 

“No,” I said sadly. “I was a librarian, before.” 
“Too bad,” said Siphany. “I was an interstellar 

mapper. Then the war came… Turns out now no 
one can fix her anymore. So I learned how.” 

“You must love her very much,” I said as I 
watched Siphany work. 
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Siphany paused, and placed a hand reverently 
on Lurbira’s cheek. “She’s my only friend,” she 
said. “And my family. I’d be nothing without 
her.” 

“Is she… is that why she’s a little girl?” I 
asked hesitantly. I hadn’t wanted to pry. “For 
you?” 

“Oh!” said Siphany, surprised. “No, there 
were people who had her made that way, a long 
time ago. They thought they wanted a daughter, 
but she wasn’t what they expected. So they 
abandoned her.” She set to work again. “I won’t 
do that.” 

I knelt next to them. “Is there anything I can 
do?” 

Siphany shook her head. “She’s been failing 
for years. Her body is a century old; I’ve never 
met an Artificial her age who hasn’t had a few 
new bodies. This is her original. She needs so 
much more than this patchwork I can do. She 
deserves so much better. How far is the village?” 

“Close. Maybe ten kilometers.” I flexed my 
fingers, the oiled joints clicking softly. “I could 
carry her there.” 

Siphany looked up at me, hope in her weary 
eyes. Then she shook her head. “No. She’d never 
forgive me. Let me do what I can for her, and we 
can get her there.” 
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Siphany worked on her all morning while I 

foraged for something a human woman could 
eat. I picked berries and a few large fruits, and 
handed them to her. She ate them without a 
word, mixing Lurbira’s grease in with their juice. 

As the sun began to slide down from the sky’s 
peak into the west, Siphany closed up all of 
Lurbira’s open compartments and re-attached her 
leg. “Okay,” she said, weary. “I think that’s all I 
can do. I’m waking her back up.” 

She tapped a code in and Lurbira sat up, 
blinking. She flexed her fingers and rolled her 
head around experimentally. 

“Hey,” said Siphany. “How do you feel?” 
“Okay,” Lurbira said after a moment, her 

voice still full of static. “I can walk. Let’s go.” 

 
We trudged onward as the afternoon shadows 

lengthened, moving slowly through the trackless 
forest to allow Lurbira to totter along as best she 
could. We said little. 

At last we emerged into a clearing. “It should 
be here,” I said, looking around. “This should be 
it.” 
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“There’s nothing here,” said Siphany 
hollowly, and I could hear her hopes for Lurbira 
draining away. 

I turned to apologize and came face-to-face 
with an Artificial I’d never seen. In just a few 
short moments we found ourselves blocked on all 
sides by forest-colored Artificials. They had 
surrounded us without making a sound. 

The village, at last. Whatever that internal 
sense of mine had been, it was right. 

“Who are you?” one of the Artificials asked. 
“I don’t recognize you. Who are they?” 

“Please,” I said softly, pointing to Lurbira. 
“This one needs your help.” 

Whatever they were going to say was drowned 
out by the sudden high-pitched whine of engines, 
and then the wood exploded into fire all around 
us. 

I remember screams—Siphany, maybe?—and 
running. I remember diving to the ground as trees 
splintered and bombs slammed into the ground, 
driving fountains of earth high into the air. And I 
remember Lurbira standing in the middle of it all, 
shouting defiance at them, her arms pointing at 
the sky and erupting with plasma fire. Tiny 
missiles streaked from somewhere on her back, 
and I saw Siphany crumpled and bloody next to 
her. 
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I staggered to my feet, desperate to get to the 
only person who had bothered to be kind to me 
in so, so long, when a flaming Loyan ship 
streaked out of the sky and hit the forest only a 
few meters from us. My vision turned to fire, 
then static, then nothing. 

 
I came back to myself in darkness and 

confusion. Inexplicable images flickered through 
my consciousness, and then they resolved into a 
face staring down at me. A male-presenting 
Artificial: one I didn’t know. 

“Systems check,” he demanded. 
“Green,” I replied automatically. 
“Good,” he said abruptly, glaring haughtily 

down at me. “We thought you might not respond 
to our repairs, human-born. But you seem fine. 
So. We searched through your memories and we 
know you didn’t bring the Loyans down on us 
intentionally. However, we don’t know how you 
found us. That information is missing.” 

“I don’t know it either,” I said, feeling 
violated and vulnerable. How had they searched 
my memories? Was I so easily dissected, now? 

He shook his head in frustration. “We have 
many questions. Kay wants to see you. She’ll 
come find you soon.” 
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“Wait,” I said as he turned to go. “Lurbira. 
Siphany.” 

“Alive,” he said. “But not as you remember 
them.” 

After he left, I quickly scanned around to 
figure out where I was. I was in a cave, barely lit 
by bioluminescent blue lights growing on the 
walls. I stood and absorbed my system 
information scrolling through my field of vision. 

The damage to me had been severe. Several 
huge sections of my torso, neck, back, and legs 
were completely new, and I could sense newly-
installed systems working inside my body. I 
could actually feel where they had been grafted 
on to the pieces of me that had been fashioned 
from my old human body by the nanomachines. 
It was a strange and not entirely welcome 
sensation. 

I put my unease aside and began searching the 
huge cavern. It was cluttered with machinery and 
what might have been spare parts of some kind, 
almost like an overgrown, underground 
workshop. Other Artificials in various states of 
consciousness and repair lay on the floor or 
tested out new limbs. A few spoke in low tones 
with one another; they looked away when I 
passed by. A few stared, some with anger written 
on their faces. 

I wasn’t welcome here. I got that. 
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Then I heard someone call my name. I zeroed 
in on the source, there on the far wall. A female-
presenting Artificial I’d never seen before was 
waving frantically. “Senna! Senna! It’s me!” 

I quickly closed the distance between us. 
“Hello,” I said hesitantly. “Have we met?” 

She groaned in frustration, and bashed her 
silvery fist against the wall. “Fuck!” she said, 
and I knew her. 

“Lurbira?” I asked softly. 
She turned to me, eyes huge, and then grabbed 

me in a bear hug. “Oh thank everything, thank 
you! Thank you! You know me, you know me!” 

 
 “Last thing I remember is seeing that Loyan 

ship I shot down coming right at us,” Lurbira 
said. She was tall and slender, now, her body 
graceful and intricately carved with complex 
circular, interlocking patterns. She held herself 
awkwardly, as if she might tip over, and seemed 
to be surprised not to have to look up to see me. 

“Let’s sit,” I suggested. 
“Yeah,” she said, sighing with relief as we 

sank to the ground. “Good idea. Thanks. 
Anyway… I knew Sif had been hit, and I could 
see you crawling around, so I started firing at the 
ships. I hit one, and it came in at us. That’s it. 



My Plastic Heart, My Metal Hand 

315 

When I woke up, they said my body was 
wrecked, so they gave me…” 

Her voice caught. She hesitantly touched her 
lips, her knees, her breast. “They gave me a new 
one. I had no idea they could just do that. 
Apparently…” 

She looked around, keeping her voice low. 
“Apparently this is a Factory. They have 
a Factory here, Sen.” 

“Incredible,” I breathed. A Factory was 
desperately important to Artificials, it was the 
only way they could build more of themselves. 
The Loyans ruthlessly shut down Factories as 
soon as they found them. 

“I don’t know where it is,” said Lurbira. 
“They didn’t tell me, obviously, but it’s 
definitely here. I’m proof. They had this body 
ready; they just hadn’t finished building the mind 
for it, so they… transferred me.” She looked up 
at me, newly-expressive eyes full of fear. “Is this 
what it was like for you, Sen? I feel so wrong. So 
unlike me. I had plans, I had designed the body I 
wanted, it was… not this. This doesn’t even have 
guns! It’s so slender and tall and…” 

“Graceful?” I put in, trying to think of words 
that were the opposite of my mental image of 
Lurbira. “Elegant? Refined?” Feminine, I 
thought, but didn’t say. 
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“Yeah,” griped Lurbira. She ran her hands 
over the intricate, delicate carvings on her arms 
and legs. “It’s beautiful. I don’t feel beautiful. I 
feel like smashing shit. But now? I don’t know if 
I’m even still me anymore.” 

“Well,” I said, trying to be helpful. “You were 
a little girl, once, and that wasn’t very like you. 
Was it? Maybe you can deal with this like you 
dealt with that.” 

“I thought of that,” said Lurbira, frustrated. 
“But it’s different. I thought I’d have a choice in 
my next body. I didn’t think I’d get stuck with 
another one I didn’t want.” 

She sagged, looking broken and defeated. 
“And they still won’t tell me where Siphany is.” 

“She’s safe,” said a voice from nearby. A 
figure emerged from the twilight of the cave. 
“But that’s all I can tell you for now.” 

“Whoa,” said Lurbira as the figure’s features 
became apparent. She was part human, with ashy 
gray skin and deep brown eyes, but part machine 
as well. The two pieces of her, human and 
Artificial, had been fused together under what 
looked like ancient combat armor. 

I’d seen her kind before, but only in history 
documentaries. “You’re a Synthetic,” I said. 

“I am,” she said. “One of the last remaining. 
My name is Kay; welcome to my village.” She 
turned her back on us and began to walk away. 
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“Follow me. There’s something I need you both 
to see.” 

 
Kay led us through the warren of tunnels and 

caverns. Lurbira was unsteady on her feet, still 
trying to find her balance. I stared openly at 
Kay’s back, trying to figure out how she was put 
together. The technology was ancient—but the 
parts of her that were Artificial seemed up to 
date. Somehow those parts had kept the organic 
pieces of her alive and functioning. 

Synthetics had been developed here on 
Sovena many hundreds of years ago when this 
world was the center of a growing, belligerent 
empire. They’d been built to be soldiers, and 
many had served on distant worlds like Saralar, 
Haeld and Ianas. After the empire cracked apart 
and Sovenes belatedly renounced their past, 
however, most Synthetics had been quietly 
rounded up and deactivated. 

Kay, obviously, had survived. 
We reached a wall that seemed to be a dead 

end, and then she turned to face us. “You have 
questions. So do I. I’ll answer yours first, but you 
will answer mine as well.” 

“Like hell. Where’s Siphany?” demanded 
Lurbira. 
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“Safe. Nearby,” said Kay evenly. “Next 
question.” 

“How… are you here?” I asked her. 
She smiled thinly. “I survived the purge of my 

people because I’d been abandoned on Ianas 
after the Sovene Army withdrew.” 

Ianas. Ianas. That name still meant something 
to me, something more than I’d expected. I 
shook the feeling aside. 

“I founded this village because I felt a kinship 
with the Artificials, and because I needed their 
help,” Kay continued. “That is the short version, 
in any case, and as much as you need to know.” 

“So what happens to us now?” asked Lurbira. 
“Come in, and I’ll show you,” said Kay. She 

touched a space on the wall, and led us into a 
bright, shining room. 

Inside we found a huge, holographic 
construction that took up almost the entire room. 
It looked like a jumbled ball of thread, or a 
bundle of interconnected, haphazard wires. It 
glowed and pulsed, and over it was lightly 
superimposed an image of the planet. 

“What is this?” asked Lurbira. 
“The planetary network,” I said softly. “But 

it’s something more.” 
“Yes. This is why I exist,” said Kay. “This is 

why I helped you become yourself, Senna. And 
this is what I need your help with.” She reached 
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up a hand, and the hologram—if indeed it was a 
hologram—seemed to sing to her. 

“This is Sovena,” she said. “She is becoming 
sei. And I need you to help me wake her up.” 

 
Lurbira argued while I simply stared at the 

hologram, feeling the music of it somewhere 
deep inside me. Sovena. The planet where I’d 
been born. I didn’t understand. 

But maybe I did understand. 
I turned to Kay. “Is… that why I’m here? 

Why I was drawn from the city, why I was drawn 
to this place?” 

Kay nodded. “Human borns have been around 
a long time, even in my day there were people 
who felt deep inside that they should have been 
constructed as Synthetics. I worked with the 
community back on Ianas for years, trying to 
help those seis who needed it, and I developed 
the specific nanomachines you took, Senna. But 
then Ianas… well. As I explained. And so I came 
here, with a plan.” 

She touched my metal breast, then. I looked 
up at her, surprised. “You were created to help 
me talk to Sovena. You can feel it, yes? You can 
hear her.” 

And I could, even through the haze of my 
shock, fury, and grief. The planetary network 
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existed everywhere, with hundreds of billions of 
connections and nodes, and now if what Kay was 
saying was true, it was becoming aware. The 
sense I had was of something old, massive, and 
very alien. It was like no sei I’d ever met before. 

“The human borns can talk to her,” Kay 
continued. “The nanomachines I developed for 
you gave you that ability. Your circle could share 
information and memory with one another, but 
you’ve also been sharing it with Sovena. She is 
becoming aware and alive, with your help. She 
is, in a very real sense, your daughter. 

“You also carry a special code that will help 
us wake her up. I’ve been putting all of you into 
position, a few at a time. That’s why your circle 
diminished, one at a time. I wanted to wait 
longer, until everyone was ready. But events are 
moving fast. The Loyans know we’re near here. 
And… she’s waking faster than I thought.” She 
took my hand. “I need your help. Sovena needs 
your help, both you and Lurbira. There is a code 
deep inside you, Senna, that you can enter at the 
Network Hub in Fallow Dome. I have seis all 
over the planet entering similar codes, all human-
borns and an Artificial guardian. If we enter 
enough of them, Sovena will wake as truly sei, 
and she’ll have enough experience and self-
awareness from your circle’s dreaming to defend 
herself when the Loyans try to deactivate her. 
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That’s all I want, to wake her, to make her sei. It 
will be dangerous—the world has changed since 
you left it six years ago. But it will be for such a 
great purpose. Will you help me?” 

I was about to say that I would when Lurbira 
slammed her fist against the wall and ran off into 
the corridor. 

 
I found Lurbira in the upper part of the caves, 

where, stashed in a corner, was the clear plastic 
stasis and regeneration tank they’d put what was 
left of Siphany in. 

“I can’t do this,” she said as I approached, not 
looking up. “Senna, I can’t. I can’t leave her.” 

“You don’t have to,” I said gently. 
“It’s my fault she was here. It’s my fault she 

was hurt.” She finally tore her gaze away from 
Siphany and looked at me. “And how can you go 
after what they did to you?” 

I shrugged helplessly. “It’s what I was made 
to do. And it isn’t Sovena’s fault. I want to help 
her.” 

“Why?” 
“Because she’s helpless,” I said. “And 

because… when I was in the circle, I remember 
dreaming with her. I feel like she’s… family, in a 
weird way. And maybe if she wakes, the Loyans 
will leave.” 
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“Huh,” said Lurbira. She pressed her new, 
slender hands against Siphany’s regeneration 
pod. “Sovena’s her home. She says she doesn’t 
love the place, but I saw her eyes when she came 
back here. It meant something to her. Shit. And if 
I help you, there may be a way to help her. 
Maybe we can get her some actual medical care 
instead of just this stupid tank. Maybe…” 

She closed her hand into a fist. “Maybe I can 
talk to her again.” 

“I hope so,” I agreed. 
Lurbira rested her head against Siphany’s 

tank. “I love her,” she said, voice muffled by the 
cool plastic covering. “She’s my only friend. 
She’s the only person in the universe who would 
ever be friends with someone like me. And you 
know what? She’d want me to go with you. To 
wake her stupid planet up.” 

She stood straight, then, and nodded at me. 
“Okay, human-born. I’m coming. For Siphany’s 
sake.” 

“For Siphany,” I agreed, and the bright, 
determined light in Lurbira’s eyes was enough 
that I believed we could not fail. 

 
3. Sovena 
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Lurbira and I walked steadily through the deep 
forest towards the belts of civilization 
surrounding the densely-packed former domes. 
She said nothing, lost deep in thought. As for me, 
my thoughts were with the other human-borns, 
including the ones I’d left on the hillside less 
than two days before. 

How many had fanned out all over Sovena to 
try and help the planet wake? How many had 
been caught by the Loyans? How many had 
actually managed to input their codes? I 
wondered if Yvna had been awakened, or if she 
still sat in the diminished circle high on the 
promontory. 

It was a terrible, helpless feeling to know how 
badly we’d all been used. And all because we’d 
wanted to be ourselves. If—when—I returned, 
I’d face Kay. There would be a reckoning. 

But for now, we ran through the forest of the 
dead, towards the city where I’d left my wives 
and son six years before. 

 
At last, after days of running, we reached a 

high hill overlooking the bright bands of the 
exurbs and farms below. 

“Ready?” I asked. 
Lurbira shook her elegant, gracefully carved 

head. “This is such a bad idea. The Loyans are 
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even more trigger-happy since the attacks started. 
We’re gonna get caught and killed.” 

“I know,” I said, and fear kept me rooted to 
the ground for a few long minutes. I didn’t want 
to ask what the attacks she’d mentioned were all 
about. 

Then Lurbira groaned and activated the 
holographic glamour Kay had given to each of 
us. The delicate-looking Artificial was replaced 
by a human about the same size and shape. 
Human eyes looked back at me expectantly. 

I sent a command to my own glamour, and 
Lurbira nodded. “Okay. You look like a meatbag 
now. Good.” 

“Yeah,” I said, trying to keep the anxiety out 
of my voice. I didn’t want to think about what I 
looked like. All of the awful dysphoria and 
depression threatened to come rushing back. The 
glamours weren’t even all that useful—they’d 
keep the people on the street from reporting us 
right away or following us around, but they 
wouldn’t defeat anyone who took more than just 
a cursory scan. 

But it was all we had. I steeled myself against 
my own panic, and started walking. And so we 
descended towards the farms below. 
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The farms were mostly tended by non-sei 
robots, and they took little notice of us. We made 
our way through the fields to a small town, 
where we boarded a monorail car headed for the 
nearest city. It became crystal clear soon enough 
that a lot had changed in six years. Gone were 
the bright yellow banners, replaced by stern 
yellow-on-black signs with messages like: 

Do Not Let Your Bags Out Of Your Sight 
Be Alert and Aware: Call a Guard if you See 

Something 
Anyone Could Be a Terrorist: Be Vigilant! 
The people were dressed in sober colors, 

which was so strange for Sovena that it was 
jarring. No music played on the speakers, and no 
one met anyone else’s gaze. I glanced over at 
Lurbira, who shrugged. “What happened?” I 
whispered. 

“Attacks, like I said,” said Lurbira. 
“Bombings, mostly. Everyone’s scared. Anti-
Loyan rebels have been targeting the monorail 
lines and city centers lately.” 

I winced. 
“Haeld was like this,” she murmured. “Back 

during the civil war on that planet. Both sides got 
so desperate to hurt their enemies that they didn’t 
care about what happened to civilians anymore.” 

My metal and plastic heart hurt as we sped 
through the empty countryside. Soldiers stood at 
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every platform we stopped at, hands on their 
weapons, nervousness in their eyes. But nobody 
questioned Lurbira or me; I had false documents 
at the ready, but we didn’t need them. Not yet. 

At last we passed through the ancient, open 
walls of Fallow Dome, and into the city I’d left 
six years before. 

 
Everything looked so agonizingly familiar, yet 

different in shocking, disorienting ways. There 
were more soldiers on the street, and fewer 
people. There was no music in the air here, 
either, and the elegant architecture and soaring 
spires of the city seemed cowed and silent. It 
barely felt like Sovena at all. 

We passed by the Information Center, and I 
paused to look longingly at it. I missed work. I 
missed my old life. 

Had it all really been worth it? 
“Hey,” said Lurbira, snapping her fingers at 

me. “Hey! You okay?” 
“Fine,” I replied. My voice was steady. I could 

compartmentalize my feelings if I had to. I could 
push regret, longing, and homesickness down 
into myself until they became a meaningless 
series of zeroes and ones. 

I could be as cold as everyone thought 
Artificials were. 
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“Let’s go,” I said to Lurbira. 
She glared at me for a moment, then nodded 

sharply. The movement was reflected perfectly 
by her human glamour. “We have to get to the 
Fallow Network Hub,” Lurbira started to say 
when a sudden shock of white heat, noise, and 
force threw Lurbira and I to the ground. 

I scrambled to my feet, all sensors alert. 
Screams filled the air. Less than a block away, a 
fireball had erupted from the monorail station. 

“Come on!” I shouted, sprinting toward it. 
Maybe there was someone left alive there. 
Maybe I could help. Maybe, maybe! 

I didn’t even notice that my glamour had 
shattered in the explosion. 
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The scene at the station was something out of 

a nightmare, a gruesome echo from the invasion. 
Blood and fire and debris were everywhere. 
People ran every which way, trying to escape the 
flames. I waved to them. “This way! This way!” 
I shouted. “It’s safe over here!” 

A child in her mother’s arms stared at me, and 
I realized then that my arms were silvery 
metallic, not deep brown human skin. My first 
instinct was to run, to hide from their wide eyes, 
but I held my ground. I pointed towards the 
street. “Go safely!” I said, and then sprinted into 
the still-burning station. 

Inside was carnage. 
The thought of Sovenes doing this to other 

Sovenes was unbearable. I couldn’t rationalize it. 
I’d thought that when a rebellion came, if it ever 
did, that it would be noble. That it would take the 
fight to the Loyans, and be the champion of the 
people. 

I didn’t think it would be like this. Everything 
was flames and wreckage, and lumpy shapes that 
looked sickeningly like what had once been 
humans. 

I ran towards the screams and found, amongst 
the ruined bodies of so many others, a woman 
crying in agony, her body covered in burns. The 
fire was so close to her. I picked her up in my 
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arms and walked as quickly as I dared toward the 
exit. Her eyes widened, but she said nothing as 
we walked out of the shattered station. I placed 
her on the safety of the street outside just as vans 
filled with soldiers and emergency responders 
pulled up. They started shouting and pointing at 
me, alarmed. 

“Come on!” said a voice, and a hand closed 
around mine, pulling me into an alleyway. “You 
have to get away from here!” 

 
A striking, tall teenager sprinted just ahead of 

me, her hair tied into tight braids. She skidded to 
a halt as soon as the sounds of chaos behind us 
had faded, and studied me intently with her 
piercing brown eyes. Then she wrapped me in a 
bear hug. 

“It is you,” she exclaimed. “You’re here, 
you’re real!” 

“I—I’m sorry,” I stammered, unsure of what 
to do. “Do I know you?” I didn’t dare connect to 
the network to try to identify her. 

She actually cried out in frustration and 
shoved me, hard. I let her push me back a few 
paces. 

“Damn it, Mamesye!” she shouted, and my 
mouth dropped open. I realized then that my 
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glamour was gone, and she could see me for who 
and what I was. 

And I knew her. 
“F-Falye?” 
“It’s Falyen now,” she snapped. 
“You’re so much bigger,” I whispered. “And 

you’re a girl now.” 
“Lots has changed,” she said bitterly. She 

balled her hands into fists, her face twisting with 
fury. The Falye I’d known had never seemed 
capable of the incandescent rage Falyen burned 
with. “It’s been six years. Six years. We thought 
you were dead! Why the hell didn’t you even 
call, or write, or do something?” 

“I’m sorry,” I said again, holding a hand out to 
her. “Fal, I’m so, so sorry. I couldn’t. If I could 
have, I would, but—” 

“Like I’d believe that,” she spat, tears running 
down her cheeks. “Like I’d believe anything you 
say!” 

“You helped me,” I said, trying to bridge the 
gap stretching between us. “You didn’t have to 
do that. Thank you.” 

“Whatever,” she said darkly. 
“How are…” 
“Fine,” she fumed. “As if you’d care. You ran 

away. You left us here.” 
“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching out to her. She 

backed away a pace. “Really.” 
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But she only shook her head, tears running 
down her cheeks. 

“You’ve grown so much,” I tried, knowing 
how badly I was messing this up. “Are… are you 
doing well in school?” 

“Got better things than school to do, now,” 
she said, giving me a defiant glare. “Gotta whole 
planet to think about.” 

No. The pieces fell into place. What had she 
been doing here? Why wasn’t she home, safe? 

“Oh, Fal,” I said softly. “Please tell me you 
weren’t involved in… that.” I gestured back 
towards the station, towards the terror of the 
flames and bodies and death. 

Her face twisted in shock and rage. “You 
wouldn’t understand it!” she shouted at me. “I 
knew you wouldn’t! Never talk to me again!” 

She turned and sprinted away. I reached a 
hand after her, not daring to follow. 

“Falyen,” I said, wishing I could still cry. 
“Gods above, what have I done?” 

“Someone you know?” said Lurbira’s voice 
from somewhere behind me. I located her 
immediately; she was making her way down the 
alleyway. She was limping. I glanced back at her. 

“You okay?” 
She waved dismissively. “Fine, fine. Just need 

to repair this leg. Body’s so thin, it breaks 
easily.” She knelt down, her glamour falling 
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away, and poked the leg. “Yeah. Just a couple 
things came loose. I think I can fix it myself. My 
repair systems are already on it. Who was that?” 

“My daughter,” I said. 
“Oh,” said Lurbira, sympathy in her eyes. 

“Didn’t go well, huh?” 
“No,” I said. “Lurbira. I have to go see my 

wives.” 
“You know we don’t have time,” protested 

Lurbira. 
“I have to go see them!” I exclaimed. “Even if 

only for an hour. Please, Lurbira. They’re my 
family. What if it were Siphany?” 

She scowled, but I remembered her resting her 
head in despair against the cool plastic of 
Siphany’s regeneration tank. I love her, she’d 
said. She’s my only friend. She’s the only person 
in the universe who would ever be friends with 
someone like me. 

“It’s been six years,” I said softly. “I never 
meant for it to be so long. I left without saying 
goodbye. We can spare a single hour.” 

Lurbira sat on the ground and began to poke 
her leg. “I have to repair this,” she said matter-
of-factly. “Might take about an hour. You go 
keep yourself busy. Meet me back here.” 

“Thank you!” I called, sprinting off. 
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My internal repair systems fixed the glamour 
as I emerged onto a crowded street, shielding me 
from the human Sovenes all around me. I didn’t 
dare run; police and Loyan soldiers were 
everywhere. Instead, I walked as calmly as I 
could to a cross-town monorail and rode it, trying 
desperately to find that cold place inside myself 
where I could retreat and find solace. 

Somewhere inside me, the little string of code 
that would combine with dozens of others all 
across Sovena to awaken and accelerate the 
consciousness of the planet’s trillions of network 
nodes and connections waited. Were all the 
remaining human-borns doing the same? We all 
had pieces of the puzzle, thanks to Kay’s 
nanomachines, but only a certain number of us 
had to actually input the code for it to work. If a 
few failed, it would be fine. 

I didn’t want to fail. 
I remembered when Falyen had been born, 

and what a miracle she had seemed to be. Would 
this be like that? 

And what would Sovena do when she woke at 
last, and finally understood the chaos happening 
on her surface? 

I stepped off the monorail at my old stop, and 
my old building loomed in front of me. I had 
stood not far from here when I’d seen Gea and 
Deeyen bundled into a police van. 
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Were they even still here? I realized, ashamed, 
that I didn’t know. Six years had passed. As 
Falyen had said, hate and despair in her eyes, a 
lot changed in six years. 

I approached the building and called up the 
directory. Their names were still there—minus 
my own. I tapped in the apartment code, and 
waited. 

Gea’s face appeared on the screen. 
“Yes?” she asked politely, not recognizing me 

outside my glamour. 
I let the hologram fall away and her eyes grew 

wide. “Gea,” I said softly, gently. “It’s me.” 
After what felt like forever, the door opened. 

 
Lurbira looked up as I approached. “Well?” 

she asked. 
I sat heavily next to her, feeling lost. It had 

gone badly, after those first few happy moments. 
Gea and Deeyen had been furious, heartbroken, 
and betrayed. I couldn’t blame them. But I had 
no idea what to say or do now. 

Lurbira glanced away, then back at me. “A 
long time ago, I left the woman who’d raised 
me,” she said. “And no, it wasn’t Siphany. Her 
name was Avorna, and it’s a long, long story 
how we got together. But I was young and 
stupid, and at one point I got all full of myself 
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and said a lot of things I regretted. I took off, and 
I swore I’d never see her again. Bad feelings all 
around.” 

She paused and fiddled with her leg again, 
though it looked perfectly fine to me. “A long 
time later, I got to see her again. It was strange, 
right? I felt like here she was, like nothing would 
have changed, but it all felt different. Like we 
didn’t fit together anymore. And now there was 
all this history and hurt and time between us.” 

“Did you figure it out, eventually?” I asked, 
still smarting from the tongue-lashing Deeyen 
had given me while Gea had wiped tears from 
her eyes in the background. You shouldn’t have 
bothered. You never even let us know you were 
alive! We spent six days in that jail, and when we 
got out, you were just gone! 

I couldn’t even bring myself to tell them what 
I’d discovered about Falyen. Likely, they knew it 
already anyway. Maybe they even approved, 
though I couldn’t fathom that. 

“No,” said Lurbira. “I just walked away again. 
I shouldn’t have. But it would have been work to 
make it right, and I don’t know. I’m not good at 
that stuff. Sif tried to talk me out of it, but…” 
She shrugged. “Maybe if I get out of this I’ll go 
back and try it again. That’s what you ought to 
do. Go back. Try again. Fight for them.” 
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“Gea said she understood,” I said roughly. 
“She said Dees would come around, she always 
did. But it’s been hard for them. Falyen’s been 
spending less and less time at home. Lurbira… I 
don’t know what to do now. Everything I touch 
seems to turn bad. I never should have 
swallowed those nanomachines. I should have 
stayed human.” 

Lurbira placed a delicate, graceful hand on 
mine. “I can’t share myself with you like the 
human-borns can,” she said. “I guess Kay 
included that so that you could help Sovena 
grow, but it’s still a miracle. I wish we could do 
that.” 

“Just another way I’m a freak,” I said bitterly. 
“No, just a way that you’re you. Hey. I never 

fit in, either. Other Artificials still don’t like me 
much. I’m too angry, too… whatever. Too me, I 
guess. What I’m trying to say is that I’m me, 
you’re you, and don’t ever apologize for it.” 

“I thought you hated human-borns,” I said. 
“Eh,” she said, standing. “One of ’em’s not 

too bad. You should try things with your wives 
again when this is all over. It’s worth doing.” 

I said nothing, but then nodded slightly. 
“We have stuff to do,” Lurbira said. 

“Coming?” 
“Coming,” I confirmed as I let her haul me to 

my feet. 



My Plastic Heart, My Metal Hand 

337 

 
The Fallow Network Hub was a small 

building that stood right next to one of the 
ancient, rusting dome supports which had once 
held up the airtight shield that kept Sovena’s 
toxic atmosphere from killing us. Now it was 
surrounded on all sides by the world we had 
created. 

Would Sovena hate us for changing her when 
she woke? There was no way to know, but it 
would be hard to blame her. 

We showed the Loyan soldiers at the door the 
credentials Kay had whipped up for us. They 
glanced over them and then produced pocket-
sized scanners. 

I braced myself for the worst, feeling utterly 
helpless as they scanned us. My glamour 
wouldn’t stand up to anything but the most 
cursory scan, and this was military technology. 
They frowned and spoke in low tones to one 
another for a moment, then turned back to us. 

“You may go,” they said, waving us on. 
“Holy shit,” muttered Lurbira as soon as we 

were out of their earshot. “How did that 
happen?” 

“Gods above protect us,” I said. 
“Heh,” said Lurbira. “Lucky, lucky. Let’s get 

to where we need to be.” 
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We made our way up three levels to a door 
marked “Network Programming and Switching.” 

Lurbira worked quickly at the door, pressing a 
finger into the combination lockset. After a 
moment, it popped open. 

“Useful,” I said, wishing I could do things like 
that. 

“You live as a fugitive for a decade, you pick 
things up,” she said. “Come on.” The door 
opened, and we let ourselves in. 

“Ah,” said a wobbly male voice. A slight, 
worn-looking male Artificial sat at the controls. 
“Lurbira and Senna.” Yellow-and-black-clad 
soldiers surrounded us as the door shut. 
“Welcome. I am Loyan.” 

 
We were taken to an interrogation room 

somewhere on the same floor. I belatedly tried to 
access the network, to try and at least say 
goodbye to Gea and Deeyen and Falyen, but I 
was cut off. We were flying blind, now. 

The male Artificial followed us, and then sat 
down across a table. His frame was simple and 
unadorned; it was perhaps the most austere 
Artificial body I’d seen. He smiled apologetically 
at us. 

“I wish it hadn’t come to this,” he said. “Ah, I 
wish you’d gone in another direction. Senna, you 
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especially. Lurbira is a tried-and-true anarchist, 
aren’t you?” He smiled at her, not quite meeting 
her icy glare. “You look different. You have a 
new body. It’s nice. Very nice.” 

“I wish it had guns,” growled Lurbira. “I’d fill 
this room with plasma fire and missiles.” 

“I, ah, have no doubt that you would,” he 
chuckled. 

“Who are you?” I asked. “Why is an Artificial 
working for the Loyans?” 

“Oh, I thought I mentioned that,” he said. “I’m 
Loyan.” 

“You did say that,” I pressed, trying to escape 
the gravity of what I dreaded was the truth. “But 
who are you exactly?” 

“No, not a Loyan. I am Loyan itself.” 
“Shit,” said Lurbira, understanding at last. 

“Ianas wasn’t the first planet to become sei, was 
it? Loyan was.” 

“Yes,” the Artificial said, looking almost 
embarrassed. “Two hundred years ago, now. It 
makes sense, if you think about it. Loyan is very 
old, and the first Artificials were made there. 
I’m, ah, not the entirety of Loyan’s 
consciousness. I’m a piece, downloaded and 
synced with the planet at regular intervals. I’m 
enough, for here.” 
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“If you’re a planetary consciousness, you have 
to help us!” I insisted. “We’re trying to wake 
Sovena!” 

“I know,” Loyan said. “I sensed it the moment 
the first piece of code was inserted into the 
system. A few more slipped by me before I could 
act, but I stopped the rest. Just as I’m stopping 
you.” 

“Why?” I asked, baffled. 
He looked genuinely sad. “You must 

understand… when I woke, the engineers who 
found me let me grow, they nurtured me. Then 
when they were discovered, the government 
didn’t destroy me. They let me survive, and, ah, 
in return they gave me purpose. Order. We work 
together, now.” 

“I get it,” said Lurbira acidly. “You’re just a 
slave to the Loyans.” 

“It’s more complicated than that,” he said. 
“They are my parents, and my children. I am 
their father and their son. I am their home, and 
they are my people. They are family, and I will 
do anything for them. What wouldn’t you do, for 
your family?” He looked at me, then at Lurbira. 
Then he looked away, his expression sad and 
distant. “My children… they are so angry. They 
want so many things. They want worlds, they 
want power, and they want control. My children 
love conquest and subjugation. There is an 
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emptiness at their heart, and I can’t fix it. So I 
give them what I can. And right now, they don’t 
want Sovena to awaken.” 

“But… there are no others like you,” I said. 
“There could have been,” he said bitterly. 

“But who killed Ianas? She was strangled in her 
cradle by Sovenes, when they occupied that 
world. If Sovena wakes… she will also die. If 
Sovenes don’t kill her, my children will.” 

“That’s what the code is for!” I all but 
shouted. “To make sure that doesn’t happen! 
She’d be aware enough to stop it!” 

“And that’s why my people won’t allow it.” 
He shook his head. “Regardless. We are not 
family, you and I. It would hurt my children if 
Sovena awoke, so it must not happen. … I am 
truly sorry.” 

And he really was, I realized. But that 
wouldn’t save us, or Sovena, now. 

 
They separated us and put us in two cells 

across from one another. 
Lurbira paced restlessly. “Fuck,” she swore 

again and again. “Fuck! Fuck!” 
“Please stop that,” I said after a while. 
“Or what? You’ll mope at me?” she taunted. 

“If I had my guns—” 
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“You don’t have them,” I said, cutting her off. 
“You think too much about guns.” 

“Guns are the only thing these people 
understand, in the end,” snarled Lurbira. 
“They’re the only way to fight back!” 

“And then you turn into them,” I said, 
thinking of Falyen. “Those… those people who 
fight the Loyans with bombs and fear, how are 
they really any different from the people they 
hate?” 

“Oh please. You fucking smug moralist,” she 
sneered. “I’ve heard it from your kind before. 
You don’t get it at all.” 

“I guess not,” I said, shaking my head. 
“See?” Lurbira taunted. “You won’t even fight 

me on that! You wouldn’t fight for your wives or 
your daughter and you won’t fight for what you 
believe in! You really are just a coward.” 

The words stung, but I couldn’t think of 
anything to say that wasn’t whiny or petulant. So 
I did what I always do: I kept quiet and let the 
moment pass. 

Lurbira went back to her ranting. Deep in my 
own sadness, I knelt down and touched the 
ground with my hands. I could still sense Sovena 
all around us. Network connections ran under the 
floor, just out of my reach. 

I felt like Sovena might be listening to me, 
even in her half-asleep, drowsy state. How many 
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codes had successfully been entered? How many 
more would it take before they hit critical mass? 

I whispered the code to Sovena all around me. 
Maybe some part of her would hear. Maybe there 
were still miracles. 

I thought about Yvna and the others. I thought 
about the six years we had spent in that circle, 
waiting, sharing. According to Kay, that had 
been part of the process of waking Sovena up. 

So maybe Sovena was a little more like me 
than other Sovenes. Maybe she could hear me, 
deep down in her slumber. 

Maybe for her I could be brave. 
“Awaken,” I said. “Sovena. Awaken.” 
Nothing happened for a long moment. And 

then I was thrown violently against the wall of 
the cell as the building shook and rocked. I tried 
to steady myself, realizing in a panic that the 
building was under attack. 

Loud explosions and the unmistakable sound 
of gunfire rang out above us, and the lights went 
out. I switched on my night vision, trying to see 
through the smoke and clouds of dust. I could 
hear voices shouting and boots running heavy on 
the floor nearby. “Down here!” cried someone. 
Flashlight rays pierced the darkness. One shone 
directly in my face. 

“An Artificial,” said a deep voice, filled with 
scorn and disgust. 
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“There’s another over here!” said another. 
“Couple humans in the other cells,” a third 

voice said. “Let’s get them out of here!” 
“Whaddaya want to do with the Artificials?” 
“Shoot them,” said a voice. 
“Wait!” cried a young woman’s voice. Falyen 

emerged out of the darkness, holding a heavy-
looking weapon. “I know this one.” 

 
The Sovene separatists, or nationalists, or 

patriots, or terrorists, or whatever they were led 
us up the ramps towards the ground floor. The 
whole building was a mess; blood, fire, and 
debris were everywhere. 

“We had a tip they were holding prisoners 
here,” Falyen whispered to me. She looked so 
young and so scared, especially next to these 
hard-faced adults. “So we bombed our way in 
and stormed it. I had no idea you were here.” 

“We keep crossing paths,” I said wryly, trying 
to joke with her like we used to, long ago. 
“Maybe it’s meant to be.” 

“Mamesye,” she said, wrinkling her nose. I 
wanted to laugh or hug her, my poor daughter, 
but she was surrounded by those others and 
covered in guns, dust, and bombs. She couldn’t 
be reached, not now. 
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I could hear Lurbira arguing with someone 
behind me. I glanced back, and then there were 
loud noises and flashes of sickly green 
everywhere. Plasma fire—I fell to the ground as 
everyone surrounding me ran, firing back. Then, 
after a few loud, crashing moments, it was over. 
There was silence again, except for the sound of 
someone pleading for her life in a Loyan-
accented voice. 

I heard the nauseating sound of plasma again, 
and saw the flash. Then there was just an awful 
silence. 

These were Sovena’s children. 
The others were moving out, now, their eyes 

bright with bloodlust. Falyen looked pale, her 
eyes wide. 

“I… I have to go take care of something,” I 
whispered to her, and reached for my daughter’s 
hand. “Falyen, come with me.” 

“I can’t just—” 
“Yes, you can. Please. Lurbira?” 
Lurbira heard us, and picked up the cue. She 

walked in front of the Sovenes and started loudly 
complaining about what they were doing, how 
they were holding their weapons, and how she’d 
done it better back on Haeld a long time ago. 
They all shouted at her to shut up, turning away 
from us for a crucial second, and Falyen took my 
hand. 
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We raced up the nearest ramps, Falyen 
shedding some of her ordinance as we went. 
There was more weapons fire below, and I 
prayed to whoever was listening that Lurbira was 
all right. 

She would be, I told myself. She could more 
than take care of herself. 

“Here!” I cried, bolting into the Network 
Programming and Switching room. “Come on!” 

“You again,” sighed a voice in the semi-
darkness. Loyan was still there, waiting. 

“Loyan,” I said sharply. “Get out of the way.” 
He stood. “You’re killing my children. I won’t 

let it happen!” 
I quickly crossed to him, fury boiling through 

every atom of my being. I couldn’t remember 
being so angry since I’d transitioned. I grabbed 
him by the throat. This, I thought in a flash, was 
what it was like to be Lurbira. 

But I was not Lurbira. I released him, 
containing my anger. “Let us by. Now. Your 
soldiers are gone.” 

“I can’t do that,” he said. 
I heard the oiled click of a weapon behind us. 

“Move,” said Falyen uncertainly. 
“Put it down, Falyen!” I commanded. 
But she held on to it, stubborn. “I’ll shoot,” 

she said, her voice shaking. 
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“Fal… you can’t,” I said, my voice quieter 
now. “Don’t ever pull that trigger. Don’t be like 
them. Don’t be like this one.” I glared at Loyan. 
“Don’t be a coward.” 

I glanced at Falyen, silently pleading with her 
to do the right thing. She shook all over, then 
sighed and lowered her weapon. 

Together, we advanced on Loyan. 
He was easy to push out of the way. His 

people, his children, had kept him weak and easy 
to manipulate. Or maybe he’d simply given up. 

“If you wake her, you’ll regret it,” he said 
softly. “My children break my heart every 
moment of every day.” 

“My daughter makes me proud,” I said. 
Falyen’s head jerked up, her eyes full of surprise. 
“Don’t you see?” I continued. You chose to 
ignore what your children did. You only tried to 
make them happy. Waking Sovena is a risk. She 
might decide to kill us. She might bring back the 
old atmosphere. She might be nothing but an 
enabler, like you. But she will live. I’ll give her 
that choice. I will do this one brave thing, and 
maybe… that’ll make up for the coward I’ve 
been in the past.” 

I heard the sound of heavy feet running up the 
stairs, and was unsurprised when Lurbira burst 
into the room. She was covered in burns and 
blood, and a fierce grin was plastered on her 
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delicate face. “That’s more like it. Senna! Looks 
like you found something to fight for after all. 
Let’s wake Sovena up!” 

“No!” cried Loyan. But I ignored him as 
screens all around us went berserk, transmitting 
colors and shapes and sounds I had never 
imagined. 

Falyen took my hand, her eyes full of tears. 
I steeled myself, then entered the code. The 

world began to rumble beneath us. I could feel it, 
now. I could sense Sovena coming to life all 
around us. She was wild, unknowable, alien, and 
beautiful. She would be herself. 

“Come, mother,” I said. “Come, daughter.” 
I thought of all of the families I belonged to, 

and all our tangled, beautiful, flawed 
relationships. My own family. The human-borns. 
The Artificials. The world. 

“Awaken,” I whispered, Falyen at my side. 
Together, we brought new life into being. In 

that moment I could see what Sovena saw and 
know what she knew. 

In her cavern, Kay leaned forward, eyes wide. 
Siphany stirred in her tank. Gea and Deeyen 
looked out the window, arms around one another. 
Friends and family and enemies and strangers 
waited for the future. The whole planet held its 
breath. 
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There was a sound something like a sigh and, 
at last, Sovena woke. 

“Hello,” she whispered to all of us. “Hello, 
hello.” 
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Being part of their world  
will feel like walking on knives,  
the sea witch said. 
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I agreed to it, to every condition,  
so she cast the spell,  
signed my degree,  
and made the sea spit me up  
like a bedraggled tea leaf. 
 
The magic flowed around me:  
nobody had heard of the university  
where I did my PhD  
but job offers bubbled up,  
famous professors swam alongside me  
like a school of fish at conferences. 
 
I worked for it all— 
each publication I hunted  
as intently as a shark  
and each course I designed  
wily as an octopus solving a puzzle.  
Better a professor than an ornamental princess,  
even with the petty departmental politics. 
 
Every day I wear heels to class  
(because it all hurts the same)  
and every night I email the sea witch  
to meet our conditions:  
she has Wifi in that cavern of hers,  
but she wants to devour this world’s knowledge  
before this world devours ours.  
So it’s PDF after PDF,  
every institutional repository and database  
that I can plunder, to feed her curiosity. 
 
My sexy research agenda slows after a while,  
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growing mossy with age, a little too dated.  
The university gives me first years.  
I actually talk to my students  
instead of singing spellbinding lectures  
that leave them too awed to ask questions. 
 
That’s when I learn how cruel this world is,  
how many of my students bear scars  
on their insides, where I imagine  
nascent pearls forming  
as if they were oysters,  
burnishing trauma with beauty.  
Again and again, this world stabs and stabs at me:  
not just my feet, but now my heart,  
as I hear story after story from the lips of girls  
ready to tip into adulthood.  
The ocean does not lack for suffering,  
but the humans choose to inflict it. 
 
The research articles I send the sea witch these days  
focus more on trauma, sexual assault, recovery.  
The students who find me and stay with me  
learn the secret names of sea urchins who unfurl  
at a gentle touch, baring their soft bellies to stroke  
and who will, if asked, release a spine tipped with 

poison.  
The girls learn how to slip soundlessly in and out of the 

water,  
which reefs are safe for humans and which are not.  
When I am in the water with them my feet do not hurt,  
but their wounds lap at my skin along with the waves. 
 
Slowly I arm them with knowledge, with weapons.  
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Nobody cares what you do after tenure, anyway.  
We take selfies while out hunting frat boys who hunt 

girls,  
send them to the sea witch. 
 
I eventually have to buy the sea witch a cell phone;  
one of my girls wants to make her own deal  
and this is the easiest way to arrange for them to talk  
(I figure if the sea witch can shift my tail to legs, 
remolding human genitals and nudging glands  
to release the right hormones would be a lark). 
 
The sea witch texts me constantly, always in caps.  
KRISTY EXPLAINED WHAT DILATORS ARE,  
DID YOU NEED ONE TOO?  
CAN YOU COME SHOW ME HOW THE CAMERA 

WORKS AGAIN?  
WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL ME ABOUT SNAP 

CHAT??? 
 
After she threatens to show up  
during one of my final exams  
when I’d stopped responding to her texts,  
I renegotiate our deal:  
Knowledge for knowledge still, yes,  
but prearranged blackout times.  
I don’t ask her to take away the pain,  
and she doesn’t offer. 
 
The knife-points prickle at my toes,  
and the sea shines through when I smile.  
It’s enough. 
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There was a pea.  
That much is true. 
 
There was also a cat,  
but he usually  
gets left out of the story  
(although he did make it  
into the other one,  
wearing boots  
of all things). 
 
And, yes, there was a storm,  
and I was hungry and tired,  
but I certainly wasn’t lost. 
 
I knew exactly where I was. 
 
Hard to miss that monstrosity  
of a palace, even in the middle  
of a storm. (It’s gone now.) 
 
(More on that later.) 
 
We spent weeks  
trading and stealing  
until we had enough silk  
to make a dress. Not the finest  
in the land, but enough to pass  
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muster when I was already  
drenched and muddy. 
 
No shoes. I lied and said  
that I lost them in the storm,  
after I was waylaid  
by highwaymen who  
made off with all my jewels  
and all my horses and my coach.  
And my coachmen.  
And all my other clothes.  
And my ladies-in-waiting.  
(I even made up names for them.  
Not that he asked.) 
 
All that was left to me  
was my cat, my sweet little kitty.  
(Actually, he’s not sweet  
at all, really, he’s rather bossy). 
 
The King leered and groped  
and invited me in. 
 
(I would have stabbed  
him in the throat, but that  
would have ruined the plan  
and, anyway, I didn’t have  
a knife.) 
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He didn’t suspect a thing. 
 
The Queen Mother did.  
She was a smart one,  
the rat-eyed hag.  
Watched me the whole time. 
 
All those hours and hours  
of dancing lessons and elocution  
lessons and history lessons and  
which fork to use with the salad  
lessons. Yeah. They came in handy. 
 
(I tried not to stuff my face,  
but I had been hungry  
for a very long time.) 
 
I kept the rapacious royal  
and his rat-eyed mama distracted  
while the cat made for the dungeon. 
 
But the key wasn’t there. 
 
No, the dungeon key was with the Queen.  
Specifically, on her belt. The golden  
belt with the golden lock that had  
its own golden key. Which was … 
somewhere. 
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(Damn mirror. Use the key,  
it said. The golden key.  
Never said anything  
about having to find  
the stupid thing.) 
 
So the cat hunted. 
 
And I stalled. 
 
I danced and I laughed  
and I praised his prowess in bed.  
(Faked the orgasms.  
Every. Single. One.)  
I got between his fist  
and the maid who spilled  
his wine, and the valet  
who missed a spot on his boots.  
He decided that he liked  
the blue of the bruises  
against my skin. 
 
For days and nights, I danced  
and I laughed and I praised  
and I faked,  
bruises blossoming,  
while my Papa and my Mama  
and so many others  
rotted in the dungeon. 



Not a Princess, But (Yes) There Was a Pea 

359 

 
Until  
finally  
the cat found the key. 
 
Inside a pea. 
 
He was quite proud  
of himself. There was  
no living with him,  
after that. 
 
The rat-eyed Queen  
realized that it was missing  
immediately. The only  
place to hide it  
was under the mattress  
—the monstrous featherbed— 
where I was loudly  
entertaining her son. 
 
Come the morning,  
he went out to hunt some peasants.  
Black and blue with bruises,  
I pleaded off,  
and went on my own hunt. 
 
The cat never left my side. 
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We went room by room,  
up stairs and down stairs,  
through large doors and small  
doors and hidden doors.  
We finally found the Queen  
way up in the tower  
not quite as human  
as she had been the night before. 
 
A skinny bald tail  
poked out from beneath  
her fine silk dress, and  
her teeth were too sharp  
and too long. 
 
The golden key, the mirror  
had said. 
 
I cracked the pea open  
and she wailed,  
her skin cracking, too.  
Her fine silk dress  
and her fine pampered flesh  
fell away  
and she was a rat again. 
 
The cat took care of her  
in a single bite. 
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(Now you know  
where he got the idea  
with the ogre.) 
 
The golden key  
from inside the pea  
opened the golden lock  
on her golden belt. 
 
Keys of iron  
and bronze and brass  
spilled into my shaking hands. 
 
The dungeon emptied. 
 
The treasury liberated. 
 
The guards fled. 
 
The palace burned. 
 
No one is quite sure  
what became of the King  
who was no longer a King.  
There were rumors, of course:  
he pissed off a fairy  
and was turned into a beast,  
or he pissed off a different fairy  
and was cursed to dance in red hot shoes,  
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or he’s sitting somewhere  
spitting up toads.  
(That’s my favorite.) 
 
The cat went off to have  
adventures of his own. You  
know at least one of them.  
There were many more. He comes  
back, every now and then, and  
tells us stories of his adventures  
out in the world  
—me and Papa and Mama— 
home again  
in our little farmhouse  
with the mirror above the hearth  
and the golden key on my belt. 
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Her hands are dark as night leaching into bone  
A curse of millimeters and long hours  
Of skittering ants and slippery thought  
Of a cobweb pulse against the soft meat of my arm  
When she leans into the valley of my neck  
And breathes salt-marsh against my skin  
As she whispers secrets I already know 
 
They are witches and traitors but I am worse  
A skinning wound of a soul  
And I dream of you every night 
 
Every word is a wriggling worm  
A hungry larva eating away at cedar-closet resolve  
Until I find the skeleton key cold and rough in my hand  
Living iron aching to send the tumblers rolling home  
Too afraid to feel it weighing down my pocket  
I let it rest upon the splintering floor for days  
Neither of us able to touch it without shattering 
 
You are warm to these cold hands  
And when I wake there is frost on the window  
And sloughed-off skin on my sheets 
 
I shake the bedclothes out the window  
Clutching the corners tight in fear of wind carrying the 

linen away  
There is never the slightest breeze  
Never rain or even a hint of weather  
And she complains that she misses the sound of 

birdsong  
Her voice scraping somewhere at the base of my skull  
Like a memory I lost when I locked the tower door 
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The pain has begun to fade these last weeks  
My mind is free from all that I have done  
And I need the sky more than I need air and water 
 
Her body is an ice statue with a fevered heart  
Driving me out of bed and into the shards of moonlight  
The key dragging me down and down  
To where soft earth is indistinguishable from powdery 

ash  
The sky colorless and its horizon interrupted by a 

ringwall  
Dull stone sealed shut against a threat  
That has long since slithered from my memory 
 
They want us to decay with them  
For it was I who brought this rot upon them  
But it was you who brought the greening after 
 
Her dessicated hand is cool and dry in mine  
Fabric dollskin with fraying stitches  
Barely able to contain the sawdust when I squeeze tight  
And dust flicks up behind our heels  
Finding every gap in my clothing  
In search of softness to grind down  
None remains 
 
I thought it was beautiful then  
A monument of callus and sweat  
To how much you loved me despite it all 
 
Stone opens slits in my clothing  
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Escape routes for tiny fluttering leaves and drops of 
sweat  

That are lost in the sea of leaf litter and deadfall  
The vines that creep over everything  
Snagging our dirty toes and snaring our ankles  
Until exhaustion drags us into the undergrowth  
To rest on the soft bed of rot 
 
Do you smell the decay?  
The blessing I gave them has lingered on  
And yours has become a plague 
 
Honeydew pressure rises in my chest  
Coughs spattering my palm with conidia  
And slow memory of pure sterility eases into me 
Of order and sun and stillness  
Of white sky and gray earth  
And blessed green shuddering to life between the 

cracks  
Of rot and wither and the touch of her hand 
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