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The Red Thread
Elizabeth Tran

Since the beginning of time, the wielders of the Red Thread had 
been in charge of one of the most important tasks of all. To help 
people find their one true love – their destined romantic soulmate – 
before binding them to one another for life. 

Ruby had been born as one of the wielders of the Red Thread, 
though her abilities had only manifested a few months ago when 
she had turned eighteen. As of last week, she had only been able to 
cast the thinnest of threads from her fingertips, the strands so short 
and flimsy, she had to squint to even see them. But the other wield-
ers had reassured her that it was normal and that she would get the 
hang of it after a little practice. 

She sat on a tree branch, watching Scarlet, her older friend and 
mentor, peek through the layers of dried leaves. Scarlet yelped and 
ducked behind another branch when their marks finally came into 
view. 

She sighed. She didn’t know why her older friend was being so 
secretive anyways. It wasn’t like the humans could actually see the 
wielders or the Red Threads. But Scarlet always had a flair for the 
dramatics. Maybe it just came with the job. After all, they basically 
just watched people fall in love, century after century. 

Ruby rolled her eyes. It honestly wasn’t anything to be so melo-
dramatic about. It was just love. Shifting into a more comfortable 
position, she flexed her fingers and stretched them wide apart. She 
concentrated on reciting the words to the spell under her breath. 
After a second, a wave of red strings shot out of her fingertips, 
weaving and hovering above her palms, as if they were dancing 
to a symphony that only she could hear. But as soon as it started, 
it stopped, the thin strands vanishing into thin air. Clenching her 
fingers together, she dropped her fists onto her lap. Ruby started to 
think she just wasn’t fit to be a wielder. 
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She turned her attention back to David and Camren, the little 
boy and girl that Scarlet had been watching earlier. They were 
both running, caught up in a game of tag, with David chasing after 
Camren. Every time Camren turned around to look at David, her 
blond curls would spill over her shoulders, the strands golden and 
bright. After they had each won a game, they both fell into a heap 
on the soft green grass. Ruby watched them laying side by side, 
David’s hand tangled in Camren’s. He turned to look at her, his 
blue eyes soft and warm and clearer than even the sky– 

Oh. Something that felt like sunshine exploded in Ruby’s chest, 
and an unfamiliar but pleasant warmth traveled throughout her 
entire body. By the time that sunshine-like feeling reached her 
fingertips, Ruby’s heart was about to jump out of her chest. Scarlet 
turned to her with a raised eyebrow, the corner of her lip tilted up 
into a half-smile of recognition. 

“You felt that? That’s how you know that they belong together,” 
Scarlet said, her smile softening. She peeked through the leaves 
again, her voice dropping to an almost-whisper. “Just look at how 
he’s looking at her. And how she’s smiling at him.”

Ruby jumped when Scarlet took ahold of her hands, pressing 
their burning fingertips together. Her fingers moved with Scar-
let’s in a flurry of movements similar to what she had been doing 
earlier, just at a much faster pace. Joining in on Scarlet’s chanting, 
Ruby watched glittering red strands shoot out of their fingertips, 
weaving through the air into an almost braid-like sequence, spin-
ning and spinning until a thick Red Thread hovered above their 
palms. 

She didn’t even realize that she had been holding her breath until 
the silky thread gently dropped into her palm, its strands cool and 
smooth against her warm skin. The red was so vivid, it was like 
nothing she had seen before, not even like roses or autumn leaves 
or the way the sky looked when the sun set after a rainy day. 

Ruby focused on Scarlet again. Her older friend moved her 
fingers in an upward motion again, as if she were orchestrating an 
opera, and the Red Thread hovered over them. “Now, you do the 
honors, Ruby. Send it off, so that we can tie David and Camren 
together. Forever.” 

Turning her attention to the Red Thread, Ruby tried to emulate 
Scarlet’s flair, realizing begrudgingly that perhaps the pomp and 
dramatics really did help. She narrowed her eyes at the thread. 
Maybe that’s why she had been so bad at controlling her abilities 
earlier. Ruby waved her hands, watching the thread hover for just a 
second in midair. Then it shot through the leaves of the tree. 

As the Red Thread wrapped itself around the pinkies of David 
and Camren, the earlier warmth that had enveloped Ruby faded, 
and in its place, a kind of contentment filled her instead, as if all 
was right in the world.

“Do we need to do anything else?” 
“That’s it,” Scarlet smiled. “Time to move on to the next marks.” 
“We don’t watch to see what happens?” 
“We don’t have all day. There are billions of people in this 

world, and we need to pair up all of them. It’s a miracle we got to 
those two so young. They’re usually at least teenagers by the time I 
get to them, since the list is so long.” 

“But how do we know we didn’t do it wrong? What if the thread 
is cut? Or it tears or snaps or whatever?”

“It works, Ruby. Trust me. The Red Thread may stretch or 
tangle, but it will never break. It can’t be broken. Not by anyone 
or anything. Besides, it always works. We’re the only ones who 
possess the innate ability to tell which two people are romantic 
soulmates. We’re never wrong.”

Ruby repeated Scarlet’s words in her mind before she turned to 
peek through the leaves at David and Camren again. She tried to 
stop the smile from forming, but she couldn’t control the way the 
corners of her lips lifted when she stared at them. Maybe Scarlet 
was right. David and Camren were like the sun and the sky, never 
one without the other. One of the simplest truths of life. 

With one last glance over her shoulder, Ruby turned around and 
drifted through the air after Scarlet. 

Days turned into weeks, weeks turned into months, and months 
turned into years. Ruby continued her expeditions with Scarlet, 

¶¶
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binding soulmates across the world with the Red Thread until she 
had lost count of everyone they had tied together. While an explo-
sion of warmth still filled her chest whenever she came into contact 
with those who were destined to be soulmates, she never really 
quite forgot about David and Camren and how they had looked at 
one another – like the other was a glimmer of light in the middle of 
a starless night. 

Maybe one of these days, she could go back to see them, even if 
Scarlet didn’t approve.

She finally got the chance on one of the coldest winter days of 
the decade. Scarlet had sent Ruby off on a little solo mission for 
practice, so instead of trying to complete the scroll-like-list that 
had been shoved into her hands, Ruby had snuck off to find David 
and Camren. 

She told herself that she just wanted to check on them to see how 
they were doing. They were her first marks after all. And they had 
been so young when she had first seen them. She just had to make 
sure they were okay, that the Red Thread worked like Scarlet said 
it would. 

Closing her eyes, she focused on conjuring up an image of 
them. A burning itched at her fingertips, and she waved her hands 
through the air, sending golden sparks flying out in front of her. 
She followed the bouncing sparks and glided across the gray 
clouds, swooping through the air. She flew to the top of a rooftop 
in the outskirts of the city, where the sparks had finally landed, and 
perched on the edge of it, waiting patiently.

Before long, David ran out of the sliding doors of the tall build-
ing across from where she sat. He didn’t look like the child that he 
had been all of those years ago – carefree, without any burdens, 
chasing sunshine and warmth. 

Instead, his lips were now pressed together in a tight line, and 
his eyes were red and bloodshot. He sprinted across the lawn, run-
ning so fast he didn’t even see who he’d accidentally bumped into, 
as if he was trying to run away from some invisible thing that was 
hunting him. 

Her heart started hammering. Where was Camren? Shouldn’t 
she be with David? Ruby’s gaze darted between the blue scrubs 

and white lab coats, realizing belatedly that they were at a hospital. 
Had something happened to Camren? But the Red Thread was still 
there. She could see it. She pressed her fingers against the sides of 
her sweaty temples, the sound of her panicked breathing filling her 
ears. 

She was about to fly into the building when Camren dashed 
out of the sliding doors. She turned her head left, and then right, 
her blond curls bouncing from the movement, before she spotted 
David. Her green eyes softened. Despite his longer legs, she caught 
up to him, grabbing him by the arm and whirling him around. 
“Hey! Stop!” 

“Let go!” He flung his arm out of her grasp. He narrowed his 
gaze at Camren, breathing in deeply. His words cracked when he 
spoke again. “I can’t see him like this.” 

“He needs you right now. If you don’t go back in there to say 
goodbye, you might never get the chance to–”

“It’s my fault Sean’s even hurt in the first place! I should’ve 
done something. If I hadn’t–” 

It was as if Ruby was being stabbed with a sword. David was 
looking at Camren, his eyes dark like the sky before a storm. Ruby 
still remembered when he had looked at Camren like she was the 
most precious thing in the world. Her throat started to close in on 
itself. Why were they fighting? They were supposed to be soul-
mates. She shouldn’t have trusted Scarlet–

“It was an accident,” Camren said, taking a step towards Da-
vid so that she stood right in front of him, so close they almost 
touched. “It wasn’t your fault.” 

“After my parents died, he took me in. He took care of me, kept 
me fed, kept a roof over my head,” he said, his face crumbling. He 
pressed the palms of his hands against his eyes, but Ruby still saw 
the tears falling onto his cheeks. “He’s all I had left.” 

“You have me.” Camren stood on the tips of her toes and 
wrapped her hands around David’s neck before bringing him down 
into her arms, so that his forehead rested in the crook of her neck. 
“I’m going to be here whenever you need me.” 

He tightened his arms around her. Gasps of choked breathing 
and shuddering sobs filled the quiet air. Camren kept running her 
hand up and down his back, and little by little, David’s shoulders 
stopped shaking.

Ruby wanted to watch them for just a little longer, but she also 
knew that it was time to go. Even she couldn’t justify an hour-long 
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break to Scarlet. She was going to see David and Camren again 
someday, but for now, she knew they were going to be okay de-
spite the heartbreak that surrounded them. Because they had one 
another. 

The next time she saw them, a year had passed, and it was pure 
coincidence. Scarlet had wanted to attend some loud New Year’s 
Eve countdown in the heart of some city because there were going 
to be so many opportunities for them to hit some marks. 

Ruby had just followed along, grumbling under her breath about 
having to work overtime again. She watched throngs of people 
gather on the streets, her throbbing headache getting worse by the 
minute. All of the rowdy chatter and ear-deafening music made 
her clench her teeth so tightly together, she was surprised her jaw 
hadn’t cracked at this point. She had no idea why all of these peo-
ple were so excited to watch a stupid ball of confetti drop from the 
side of a building. 

By the time the sun was setting, they had already gotten to 
at least twenty couples. Scarlet thought they might cover more 
ground if they split up, with Ruby taking the uptown area and Scar-
let downtown, before they reconvened in midtown at midnight. 
Ruby had been drifting through the city when she spotted two very 
familiar silhouettes on the rooftop of a tall building that had the 
perfect view of the ball of confetti. It was David and Camren.

The sun had almost completely set, but from where Ruby was 
perched on a slightly higher rooftop, she watched a mix of yellows 
and oranges and pinks wash over the building across from her, 
bathing David and Camren in a soft, dreamlike light. Their skin 
looked sun-kissed, glistening in a golden glow from where they sat 
on the ledge of the roof, swinging their legs out in front of them.

David had a bottle in his hands, and he tilted his head back to 
take a swig. He wiped his lips against the back of his hand, but be-
fore he could take another drink, Camren grabbed the bottle from 
him. “Did you invite me to the rooftop just so we could get drunk? 
Pretty sure we could do that back at the party downstairs.”

“You hate crowds. It’s a miracle you lasted ten minutes,” Da-
vid shrugged, prying the bottle loose from Camren’s fingers. He 
gulped down another mouthful. “Last party we went to, you bailed 
after the first five minutes.”

“That was more than two years ago.” Camren shoved David’s 
shoulder with her own. “I’m trying to be more sociable.” 

¶¶

David turned to her, rolling his eyes with a sigh, though a smirk 
was still on his face. “No offense. But I know you. And ‘sociable’ 
isn’t the word I’d use to describe you. Like ever.” 

Camren punched his arm, though it couldn’t have hurt too much 
because he was grinning while rubbing the spot where her fist had 
met his flesh. The strong winds carried his laughter through the air. 

“Then this can become our New Year’s Eve tradition instead,” 
she said, tapping the tip of her elbow against David’s. 

He set the glass bottle behind him and started shrugging his jack-
et off. Camren’s eyebrows knitted together in confusion, but when 
David draped the worn leather over her shoulders, her mouth fell 
open, her eyes darting left and right but never meeting his gaze. 

“You mean ditching parties? Or celebrating on the rooftop with 
my best friend?” he asked. 

Ruby watched Camren pull the jacket tighter around herself, 
snuggling into its warmth. A tinge of pink made its way to her 
cheeks. “Maybe both.”

Ruby hadn’t even known she was holding her breath until they 
laughed and the tender moment from earlier was broken. 

When the sky turned dark, the lights in the city started twinkling 
around them, but everything looked dull compared to the smiles on 
their faces and the Red Thread around their pinkies. It looked even 
more radiant than usual, and Ruby felt a warmth blooming in her 
chest when Camren rested her head against David’s shoulder.

Ruby was about to leave since it was getting closer to midnight, 
which was when she had to meet up with Scarlet. That was when 
Camren leapt up from where she had been sitting, her actions star-
tling Ruby so much, she had to place a hand over her drumming 
heart. 

“What’re you doing?” David asked. 
Camren scrambled back from the ledge, so that she landed on 

the solid concrete of the rooftop. She put a hand behind her ear. 
“You hear that?”

Ruby strained, turning her head left and then right. That was 
when she heard music floating up to the rooftops from the streets. 
She turned back and what she saw made her sit back down with the 
intent to watch them just a little while longer. 

Camren had her arms wrapped around David’s neck, while his 
hands held her waist. She started leading them in an offbeat sway 
that didn’t match the cheery notes that drifted through the air at all, 
but Ruby could still see the genuine joy lighting up their faces. 

 “I wouldn’t call this dancing. You’re just stepping on my toes.” 
“Shut up.” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
Ruby watched as they fumbled and laughed through their steps 
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before David spun Camren around, dipping her and pulling her 
back up, so that they came together again. 

His grin softened, and David held Camren’s hands in his, both 
of them unaware of the Red Thread that pulsated between them. 
“Thank you for coming to this party with me. I really didn’t know 
how to face Sean’s family after everything–”

“I told you,” Camren said, one of her hands moving from where 
they had been resting on David’s neck, so that her fingers grazed 
his cheek. “I’m going to be here whenever you need me.” 

Ruby was pretty sure hearts weren’t supposed to swell, but that 
was how she felt watching David and Camren in this moment. It 
was like they were in a world where only they existed, and even 
she felt like an intruder watching them, even though they couldn’t 
even see her. 

The ball of confetti dropped behind them. But they didn’t seem 
to notice anything but one another. Camren stood on the tips of her 
toes so that her forehead was pressed against David’s, both of them 
looking at each other with unblinking eyes.

“Happy New Year,” they both whispered at the same time. 
The shock of warmth that flowed through Ruby felt much more 

than sunshine this time – much, much more – and she couldn’t bite 
back the smile that threatened to split her face in two. The clock 
finished chiming midnight, and the crowds’ cheers were so loud, 
they roared over the crackle of fireworks. Ruby took one last look 
over her shoulder. At this point, she was never going to hear the 
end of it from Scarlet for slacking off, but she honestly didn’t care.

Everything that she saw and felt today – it was all worth it. Be-
cause the Red Thread was real.

Many years later, after Ruby had been on her own for a while, 
she coincidentally circled back to the place where she had last 
seen David and Camren. She should have kept going, but she just 
wanted to see how they were doing. They had been her first marks, 
after all. She expected them to be married now, with a child or two. 

¶¶

Living happily ever after. But that wasn’t what she saw. 
They were adults now, and Camren had grown up to be just as 

beautiful as Ruby had envisioned her. In her white wedding dress, 
with her golden curls brushing against her bared shoulders, Ruby 
thought she looked almost like an angel. But the man standing in 
front of her wasn’t David. It was a different man. 

And David, who still had the Red Thread around his pinky tying 
him to Camren, was sitting in the first row. His eyes never left 
Camren, even when she exchanged vows with that other man, and 
although a small smile was on his face, Ruby could see the way he 
gripped the chair he sat in, his knuckles white and shaking.

It felt like someone was crushing her throat. 
When it was all over, and wedding bells started chiming in the 

background, David had walked over to Camren and her husband. 
Ruby watched the brief handshakes that were exchanged between 
the two men, and then David was standing in front of Camren. 
They were both quiet, just looking at one another. He finally broke 
the silence when he cleared his throat. 

“Congratulations.” The words were common on a day like today, 
but Ruby could see the way his chin quivered. He leaned forward, 
pressing his lips against Camren’s cheek for just a moment too 
long. “Be happy.”

Ruby reached up and clutched the upper left side of her chest, 
but she failed to keep the gasp from escaping her lips. It was like 
her own heart was breaking into a million pieces. She watched Da-
vid lower his gaze in resignation before he walked away. But the 
Red Thread was still there, tying the two of them together. Ruby 
couldn’t see anything in front of her, her mind reeling. 

Scarlet had said that the wielders of the Red Thread had the in-
nate ability to tell which two people were romantic soulmates. And 
that they were never wrong. What was going on? 

No. Ruby huffed under her breath. She had been right. She knew 
it. David and Camren were meant to be. She scrunched up her nose 
and glared at the clapping audience. With one last sniff, she drifted 
out of the church. 

A few days passed before Ruby finally found Scarlet. 
“You lied to me,” Ruby said in an almost-growl. She glared at 
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Scarlet. “The Red Thread is a sham.” 
“What’re you talking about?” 
“It doesn’t work! David and Camren didn’t end up together!” 
“You went back to them? I told you not to do that.” 
“Well, I did!” Ruby crossed her arms across her chest. “And it 

sucked! I felt like someone ripped my heart out and stomped on it.” 
“Ruby,” Scarlet said, her voice soft. She had never heard her old-

er friend sound like this. “The Red Thread only ties the soulmates 
together forever.” 

Ruby opened her mouth, ready to retort, but no sound came out. 
She was trying to process Scarlet’s earlier words when her friend 
spoke again. “There’s no guarantee that soulmates end up togeth-
er.”

Ruby pursed her lips together and looked back up at her friend 
with narrowed eyes. “So then what’s the point of our existence?” 

“True love.” 
“How is it true love if they aren’t together?” 
“Loving someone doesn’t make them yours. Sometimes, you 

can love someone until the ends of the earth, and it still won’t be 
enough for things to work out in the end.” 

It felt like an arrow had struck her, and she was sure she would 
never breathe again. Her vision became blurry, and the edges of ev-
erything blended together, as she remembered Scarlet’s words from 
a long, long time ago. 

The Red Thread may stretch or tangle, but it will never break. It 
can’t be broken. 

Nothing could ever change that. Some people were just meant to 
always be in your life. Just like David and Camren. Ruby sniffled 
and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. She supposed there 
was some kind of beauty in that.

[untitled].
vesper north



18 19

“Where is C?” Octave yelled, spinning in a circle. His black 
coattails flapped as he turned, making D giggle. He turned on her, 
snapping, “This isn’t funny!”

D frowned and lowered her head, making her hair fall across 
her face. She began clicking her heels together in the way she did 
whenever she was nervous. F immediately rushed to her side and 
muttered soothing words in her ear, throwing a glare at an oblivi-
ous Octave. 

“Has anyone seen C?” Octave repeated, his face turning red. He 
turned to F, D, and the other four Notes present.

A brushed out a few non-existent wrinkles in her dress and 
shook her head. E and G, who had both been diligently warming 
up their voices, paused to chorus “No” in their respective pitches, 
their voices as clear as water. D was still drawn into herself, and F 
had abandoned her efforts to soothe her to instead scowl at Octave. 
As for B, only her body was visible, as she had stuck her head out 
of the dressing room.

Octave frowned. “B—” he began.
“Found her,” said B, pulling her head back in.
“Sorry, sorry!” C apologized, squeezing through the door and 

closing it behind her. Octave nearly fainted in relief.
“Where were you?” He asked, too relieved to be angry.
“Talking to the Sharps and Flats,” C answered. “They want to 

join us tonight. You know, I really think we should let them some 
time. They’ll give us that richer sound you’re always wanting.”

Octave shook his hands frantically. “Not tonight, not for the Re-
newal! If we aren’t perfect, then the octaves won’t be perfect, and 
we won’t be able to fix it—”

“—until next year, we know. You give us this speech every 
year.” F rolled her eyes. “C’s right, we should let them join. It 

Renewal
Tara Mann

would make things easier. Then you wouldn’t have to monitor 
them so carefully throughout the year.”

“Maybe this isn’t the time for this conversation,” A said. “It’s too 
late to change anything tonight. We should focus and do the perfor-
mance as usual, then revisit the idea tomorrow.”

“Yes, thank you, A,” Octave sighed, smiling at A.
“We have ten minutes, everyone. Positions for warm-up,” C 

instructed.
They did as she said, organizing into a line with C at one end 

and B at the other. Their rehearsal space was small—the dressing 
rooms shrunk every year with the addition of new acts—but they 
still had plenty of room to line up and face Octave.

Now that all seven Notes were lined up, they were nearly indis-
tinguishable. Their pale skin was almost completely white, and 
their blonde hair matched in color, length, and style. They had the 
same high, rounded cheekbones and soft, curved lips perfect for 
shaping the notes they sang daily. They each wore the same simple 
black concert dress and delicate black shoes with exactly two-inch 
heels. The only distinguishing feature each of them had was the 
pupils of their eyes, each one curved in the shape of their name.

Octave cleared his throat and raised his baton. The Notes simul-
taneously took a deep breath, and at a nod from C, they began. 
They started low, lower than most organisms could physically 
register. Their voices blended seamlessly, as if they were born of a 
single Note that encompassed them all. As Octave lifted his hand, 
the Notes slid up an octave, and another and another. It took a full 
minute before they reached an octave audible by organic lifeforms. 
They kept going, higher and higher and higher until they were far 
beyond the typical range. They were in whistle-tone territory, and 
then even higher where only some organisms could hear them, and 
then they were gone again, too high to hear by anything but the 
abstract entities that would make up their audience tonight. They 
remained there for another minute before Octave lowered his hand 
and they followed him back down.

Next, Octave pointed at a few Notes at a time to practice the 
Chords. When C, E, and G combined, the C Chord came to life, a 
light shining within the three Notes’ eyes accompanied by a con-
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tented sigh in the air. G, B, and D formed the G Chord, and F, A, 
and C created the F Chord, and on and on they went, intertwining 
their voices to build each Chord they could without the Sharps 
and Flats until Octave deemed them prepared. So went their usual 
warm-up to ensure that they were ready for the real performance.

Everything hinged on tonight’s Renewal. If they missed a sin-
gle note or octave, or abandoned it too quickly, the repercussions 
would be catastrophic. No matter how beautifully a musician 
played their music throughout the year, something would be miss-
ing from it; a note, a chord, the spark of Music itself. The entire 
universe would suffer, and there would be no chance to redeem 
their mistake for another year.

The door was thrown open. “You’re on deck,” Time said, his 
clipboard clutched to his chest and a headset fitted around his head, 
a microphone fixed in front of his mouth.

“You heard him,” Octave said. “Let’s go.”
With C leading the way, the Notes exited their dressing room 

and navigated the backstage labyrinth toward the wings. E and G 
performed their annual routine of hopping with every other step, 
while A and D walked arm in arm. F moved leisurely, her hips 
swinging with each movement, and B hungrily took in every detail 
of their short commute to see if anything had changed.

They gathered on stage right, watching the end of Dance’s piece. 
Her act grew every year, incorporating each new movement that 
had been invented that year. The stakes were high for her and 
her troupe as well; if they missed a step, so would every dancer 
throughout the universe until it could be remedied next year.

The stage was huge, larger than any constructed on any habitable 
planet since it needed to accommodate so many elaborate acts. The 
floor and walls contained no matter, but rather Light and Space had 
worked together to create the venue in one of the empty recesses of 
the universe out of pure light. Darkness had worked on the wings 
so that only those backstage could see them.

Dance’s number ended, and her company exited stage left. Oc-
tave and the Notes needed no cue from Time. As one, they walked 
on stage and lined up as they had before, the Notes surveying the 
audience and Octave facing them.

The auditorium was packed, as usual. Just as the dressing rooms 
shrank each year, the theater expanded to make room for the year’s 
new arrivals and discoveries. Like the stage, the chairs were made 
of light. There were the regulars, such as Art, Literature, and The-
atre, but also the more elusive patrons, such as Life, Death, and 
Space.

The Notes barely noticed. They centered themselves, breathed 
deeply, and let their voices flow. This song was more complex than 
their warm-up. It still visited every known octave, but it told a sto-
ry as it did; a story of the universe, of the discovery of Music and 
the Notes and Octave and their role in Creation. The Notes’ sweet 
voices flitted from octave to octave, up and down, back and forth, 
forming Chord after Chord, visiting the history of everything in 
their endeavor to replenish Music. Their voices swelled with each 
climax, quieted with each sadness, and equalized with each calm.

They had performed this melody for as long as they could 
remember. It seemed as though they had begun their existence on 
this stage, singing each note to life under Octave’s direction until 
the performance was over and Music had been pushed into the uni-
verse. They repeated the performance every year, at precisely the 
same time on precisely the same day. During the rest of the year, 
they were free to wander the cosmos and dole out their notes as 
they saw fit. C was the busiest of them all, though her duties main-
ly consisted of assisting Octave rather than traveling the universe. 
D usually found one place to remain in for the entirety of the year 
where she could practice her music peacefully and help struggling 
souls. E and G were always there to assist the fumbling pianist, to 
guide their fingers back onto the keys and nudge them back into 
the melody. F visited each aspiring artist, finding the ones who 
had nothing and pushing them to greatness. A wandered aimlessly, 
helping without discrimination. And B found the most broken of 
them all, built them back up, and turned them into stars. The Notes 
reunited infrequently, for those rare moments when a musician 
played so beautifully that the seven Notes themselves couldn’t help 
joining in.

They sang to each section of the audience; Art, with their house 
full of Shapes, Textures, and Colors (Gray and her shades had their 
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own subsection); Life, surrounded by Light, Nature, and Energy; 
Space and the accompanying Distance; Math and Physics and El-
ements; Dance and her crew, now that they had rejoined the audi-
ence; Language, Love, and all the others they couldn’t see due to 
the bright lights shining down on them.

The Notes had reached the highest note of the song, where C 
rang out clear above the others and B perfectly supported her only 
one step below. And then they felt it; Harmony. Harmony radiated 
across the stage, past the auditorium, into the universe beyond and 
farther until it reached everything within Creation. Octave slowly 
lowered his hand, leading them back down. Down they went, but 
the euphoria never receded, not even when C finished her final 
note—that reliable, perfect, soothing Middle C that sent a wave of 
ecstasy through her.

Only then did Octave fall to his knees, and the Notes grasped 
each other’s hands, reveling in the sounds still ringing throughout 
the cosmos. Their faces were flushed, their vocal cords sore but 
satisfied. As they had each time before, they felt stronger, healthier, 
and restored. They were glowing in the way they did only once a 
year, the way that meant they had succeeded. The Music Renewal 
was complete.

Octave guided the Notes off stage left, where they gathered in a 
circle of euphoria, floating on Happiness and Harmony.

“Well done,” Octave said, tears streaming down his face. “Beau-
tiful. Just beautiful.”

“I am so proud of everyone here,” C added, also crying.
F took a risk. “Maybe tomorrow we can start practicing with the 

Sharps and Flats?”
“That would be lovely!” C agreed, and the other Notes mur-

mured their assent, distracted by the high of their performance.
Octave frowned for a moment and then broke into a wide smile. 

“Why not? We completed the Renewal, and it would make things 
more convenient next year. Yes, we will talk to the Sharps and 
Flats tomorrow.”

The seven Notes cheered, and together they made their way 
down into the audience to witness the rest of the Renewal.

Sister Clarence and I are simply reading and waiting to die in 
one of St. Bernard’s basement classrooms when we smell it.

 It’s evening, about 7:30, and the sun’s only recently set. Dull 
light pokes its head in through the slotted windows at the top of 
the room. Grass from the courtyard presses up against the window-
panes. It’s dead.

 “You smell that?” I ask, placing Something Wicked This Way 
Comes on my chest. It’s getting too dark to read anyhow, even with 
the windows behind me. I’m lying on the floor, the closest thing 
I can find to a cool surface, in an old t-shirt (a thrifted thing with 
Ziggy on it—the cartoon character with the bulbous nose, not of 
the Stardust variety) and boxers. Modesty be damned. Sister Clar-
ence ditched her habit sometime last year, when the power shut off 
and the AC with it. She now wears a breezy matching pajama set. 
It suits a woman her age. Reminds me of my grandma. 

 When I came to St. Bernard’s at the start of the summer, I had 
been reluctant to trade in my pants for shorts, let alone strip down 
to my underwear (such was the dictatorial nature of my mom’s 
Sunday Best Dress Code growing up). But over the weeks, the 
temperature climbed, and climbed, and climbed—and while eating 
lunch in the gym one day, Sister Clarence finally said to me, “I 
won’t be offended by you doing what you need to do to cool off, 
hun.” So, per my request, she averted her eyes while I took off my 
shorts, and I offered to eat elsewhere so my Star Wars boxers and I 
could leave her in peace. She said no, because if one of us got heat 
stroke, the other one ought to be there to keep them alive. It was 
125ºF that day in Eureka, California. That must’ve been mid-June.

 July was hotter.
 The August temperatures nearly killed us, as May’s had killed 

my parents. 

Good Books
Elizabeth Wolfinger
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 The heat got my dad. Before it had the chance to get my mom, 
smog teamed up with her asthma to do her in. Gave her the ol’ one-
two punch. Or maybe I was given the ol’ one-two punch, what with 
my folks dying in the same month and all.

 Hell, the whole town was dealt a punch, huh? Knocked out, 
save Sister Clarence and myself, far as we can tell. Real happy for 
us seeing it through to the end times. 

 She and I were both raised as democrats, both keen on recycling 
and dumping our orange peels in the compost by the library and 
going to Sunday farmer’s markets (back when there were such 
things as farmers and markets) and saying no thank you to burgers 
every now and again because of the cow farts or whatever. She 
even voted for Al Gore back in the day, and far as I can remember 
from APUSH, that means she’s been giving a damn for a long time. 
Seems God has decided to reward our efforts by buying us more 
time than the rest. Oh, how lucky can two people be? 

 If an apocalypse descends and there’s no one but poor old Sister 
Clarence and Houston Mackie to witness it, does it still make a 
sound?

 (Pardon my tone. It’s all a bit hard to process, so I haven’t.)
 And now—now there’s that smell. 
 The apocalypse might not make a sound, but boy, it sure does 

reek to high heaven (or at least to St. Bernard’s).
 “Yeah. ‘Nother fire,” she says. But she doesn’t stir. We’re used 

to that smell. Things get hot and they burn; the wind carries the 
fire, the smoke, the stink.

 “Think we should worry?”
 Sister Clarence pauses. She sits across the classroom, propped 

up against the wall beneath the whiteboard. I peer past the rows of 
desk legs and can see that her eyes are closed and her own book 
is by her side. We’ve got a whole wagonful of books upstairs—
that’s one of the benefits of being sole survivors: you don’t have to 
trudge through the library waitlist. You don’t even have to return 
anything. (But we will return them, because she’s a nun and has 
morals.) If it were up to me, though, we’d collect them until we 
die, make an altar for them, worship them instead of God. When 
heat’s got you pinned down like an arthritic dog, God can’t do 

much for you, but at least books can take you out of your slowly 
cooking brain for a spell. 

 Sister Clarence’s eyelids look more wrinkled and saggy when 
they’re closed, and her cheeks are thin. If I didn’t know any better, 
I’d think she was dead.

 I’m glad she’s not in her habit. Her pastel pajamas are far less 
foreboding.

 I wish she were reading. Can’t be dead if you’re reading.
 “Smell’s not that strong. Must be a ways away,” she says finally. 

“Should close the windows, though. No sense in stinking up the 
room.”

 “Mhmm,” I say. “I’ll close ‘em in a minute.” My mind is heavy 
even though it’s still early. It’s funny what hot days and nothing 
but canned food can do to you. You laze about in your local church 
for a few months and lose your family for good measure, and you 
wind up feeling tireder than you ever have in your life. Good thing 
is there’s nowhere you’ve gotta be anymore. You don’t need to set 
an alarm, don’t need to feel guilty for taking a nap. Be much more 
active than that this time of year and it’ll kill ya. And seeing as I 
probably don’t want to die, I do think I’ll take a nap, actually…

 “Houston.” Sister Clarence jostles my arm. 
 “Mmm?”
 It’s dark but the moon is bright enough to slice through the hazy 

sky. It makes the brown grass look artificially blue outside. Like 
we’re on a film set that’s been poorly lit. 

 “Oh, shit—shoot—” I start. “I forgot—I’m sorry—didn’t close 
the windows, did I?”

 “Come on. Come with me.”
 “Sorry, Sister—”
 “You didn’t forget. They weren’t ever open. Come on, Hous-

ton.”
 “Then how did we smell the fire so strong—?” But she’s pull-

ing me up by my armpits with surprising strength and I can feel 
my question escaping into the hot air only to sink down from my 
mouth, down, down, down, until it gives me a swift kick in the 
stomach, and I realize—

 “Are we on fire? Is the church on fire?” I ask, following her out 
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of the classroom, down the narrow hallway, toward the stairwell. 
 “Not us. The library.”
 “Oh.”
 We stomp up the stairs, Sister Clarence gripping the handrail 

with her knobbed fingers, my sleep-ridden feet tripping on the third 
step in the dark. 

 We emerge from the stairs out into the narthex, and now I see 
the glow, and it’s not the unnatural blue of bygone movies but the 
devil’s red, and it’s seeping through the north-facing stained glass. 
Christ is birthed and His manger is bloody, bread is broken but His 
flesh is burning, His tomb is not empty but brimming with fire—

 Eureka Library blazes a block away from the church.
 We go to it. The night licks us with a dry heat, a cat’s tongue, 

grating our faces and making our eyes water. Sister Clarence holds 
onto my arm as we get closer, passing the parsonage and Father 
Sanders’s long-dead flower garden. 

 The sidewalk grits beneath our bare feet, but we do not slow our 
pace, even though we are walking into the wind. We step on cracks 
and I wonder if this is why everyone has died. Step on a crack and 
your father will die of hyperthermia. 

 We stop on the sidewalk before it turns into the parking lot, the 
library only separated from us by its pathetic lawn. The building is 
a fat thing made of dark wood and triangular sections of roof. I’ve 
never thought it was beautiful, until now. 

 On the side of the building, the town’s compost bin blazes. The 
smoke is black and cloying and I gag. Sister Clarence holds her 
thin shirt over her mouth and nose and the effort is so futile that it 
makes me want to cry.

 “It’ll go toward the church,” she says. I look at her, and she 
adds, “The wind.” She points her face into the wind, blinking. I 
do, too, as if it’s some tangible thing we can see, a bearer of doom 
marching steadily closer from the horizon. But there’s nothing to 
show for it except swaying trees and our drying eyes. 

 “What do we do?” I ask. Sister Clarence shakes her head, her 
eyes back on the library. Her brow is slick. 

 The fire roars into the air, a boastful thing, claiming the build-
ing, the town, for it knows it will soon have Eureka. The library’s 
side windows have blown out; I assume the others are to follow. 
The fire creates a wind of its own, a vortex. 

 There are no sirens. It’s just poor old Sister Clarence and me. 
The fire’s thunder, its heat, the way it strips the flesh from the li-
brary’s framework, the way it colors our skin orange and demands 
we look at it, it’s just for us. A show for two. 

 “How many books did we get last time we came?” she says, but 

her voice is soft, and the fire is oh so loud. 
 “What?”
 “How many books did we get last time we came?” she calls.
 “Twenty-something. Twenty-two, I thought,” I call back. “It’ll 

last awhile.”
 “Hm,” she says. “Will we?”
 The fire tugs at our clothes, inviting us inside, and I think the 

answer may very well be no. 
 “If it does head for the church—and I think it will—then we’ll 

go. There are other churches. Other libraries,” she says. “We’ll take 
our wagon and go.”

 I nod and we fall silent. The fire speaks enough for the both of 
us, consuming and spitting out millions of words with an angry 
tongue, for the books are burning, we are burning, the earth is 
burning, and soon we will die. 

 What will become of our wagon of books when there is no one 
left to read them? When the pages yellow and the stained glass 
shatters and the Poor Man’s Bibles are abandoned?

 I hear a reply in the rumble of the fire, I see it in the cloud of red 
that dominates the sky. Sister Clarence white-knuckles my bicep, 
and I know she hears it, too, sees it, too:

 Let it burn; let it burn. Man is damned—good riddance.
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I was seven when I first saw an angel. It was lying in the field, its 
golden wings spread wide in the tall, green grass. It was broken. 

I didn’t mean to see it. I was supposed to be bobbing for apples 
or riding the Ferris wheel at the county fair. But I’d wandered 
away from my mother in a fit of wild curiosity. I had a bad habit of 
daydreaming. At least, that’s what my second-grade teacher called 
it. My childhood therapist called it ADHD.

Anyway, while my feet led me away from the neon lights of the 
fun house, my imagination dressed me in a ball gown and sent me 
spinning around and around in the arms of prince charming. I wish 
I could say I wasn’t a walking cliché of a child, but little girls are 
so predictable. You can’t deprive them of their magic. 

I twirled in huge helicopter circles that I pretended were grace-
ful strides. All ten of my stubby fingers gripped the soft fabric of 
my brown sundress which had transformed into a sparkly blue 
gown. Holding it a little away from my body, I let the wind sweep 
it away. Any onlooker would have seen my blue underwear with 
“Wednesday” stamped across the bottom in glitter coated letters. 
But there was no one to see. I was alone at my very own princess 
ball. That is, until my toe caught on something protruding out of 
the grass and I tumbled, landing in an utterly inelegant heap.

My lip quivered—the early onset of a tantrum. I scampered to 
my feet, brushing half-dried globs of mud from my little legs. I 
noticed, with an exaggerated wince, several shallow red lines on 
my knee. I had scraped it in the fall. 

Now the tears streamed remorselessly from my brown eyes. I 
looked around for my mother, for anyone who might bestow pity 
on me and my pathetic injury. There was no one. No one except the 
body in the grass. 

I gasped when I noticed the pale foot. It was half the length 
of my arm. Then my eyes traveled up the legs, over the stained 
cream-colored robe and towards the face that was pressed into the 
muck. 

 Long, blonde locks twisted in the breeze, tangling with a patch 
of weeds by one of the shoulders. Folded arms cradled the head in 
a manner that obscured any possible glimpse of the face. It looked 
like a child, weeping into a soft pillow after losing their favorite 
blankie. Crushed. Heart-broken. Inconsolable. 

Broken Angels
Kelly taylor

 I knew it was an angel when I saw the wings. The afternoon 
sun fell at such an angle that it caught the sheen of the sleek 
white feathers, turning them a brilliant gold, like a marshmallow 
browned to the perfect gooiness. I had to shield my eyes.

 Then a cloud passed over the sky and I noticed with a horror 
that would haunt me forever afterwards that the wings were no 
longer attached to the body. Blood rushed from gaping wounds in 
the angel’s hollowed out shoulder blades.  

 My tears stalled in their tracks. I was too startled to notice any-
thing but the sacred mess in front of me. My lips parted. Maybe I 
screamed, but I don’t think so. 

 “You’re an angel,” I said.
 A dry voice rose from the disheveled body. “You have eyes.” 
 “W—what?” 
 The angel sighed. “Anyone with eyes could see what I am.” 
 I took this for an answer though it didn’t explain a lot. “Why are 

you crying?”
 “Because,” the angel said in a sad, tenor lull. “Even angels cry 

sometimes.” 
 I frowned, thinking of the angels on the bathroom wallpaper at 

my grandmother’s house. They were cute with their broad smiles 
and chubby baby bodies. None of them cried. Not even when 
Grandpa went to read the newspaper in there.

“Are you hurt?” I asked.
 “Of course I am.” 
 “Do you need an ambulance?” 
 The angel emitted a choked sound. Was it a cry or a laugh? 

“They can’t fix me.” 
 “Why not?” 
 “Isn’t it obvious?”
 My brow furrowed as I studied his ruined back. I shrugged. 
 The angel let out a heavy exhale. “I’m sad.” 
I watched the rivers of blood carve a path between its shoulder 

blades, pooling at the base of its spine. “Because you’re bleeding?”
“No.”
 “Then how come?” 
 “Because I’m broken.” 
 I thought about this for a moment. “I don’t understand.” 
 “Neither do I, kid. Neither do I.” 
 I don’t remember what happened next. Presumably, I got scared 

and ran off to find my mom. Or maybe she came to collect me. 
Either way, she didn’t see the angel and I didn’t tell her about it. 
I don’t know why. It just seemed so private. The angel was my 
little secret, my very own inner demon. The shadow of its memory 
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coiled around my mind. I clung to it, though I couldn’t cast it off 
even if I wanted to. 

 More than twenty years later, I can’t stop seeing angels. I go to 
the grocery store to buy bagged lettuce, and there’s an angel stum-
bling aimlessly down the produce aisle, dragging its sagging wings 
behind. I go for a run in the late afternoon, and there’s another one 
decomposing by the side of the road next to the day’s roadkill. I 
go out to dinner and see angels slouched over plates of half-eaten 
chicken alfredo mixed with drops of blood that have fallen like 
tears from the pale, drooping faces. They’re all broken. Always, 
broken. 

  My psychiatrist thinks these constant companions are a 
result of unresolved feelings about my chronically failing rela-
tionships. Or maybe they’re a byproduct of my parent’s divorce. I 
think she’s full of shit. 

 I don’t really listen to her anyway. There’s a resident angel 
sprawled on her overstuffed blue couch. I spend my sessions con-
versing with it. Most of the time, we completely miss what she is 
saying. 

 “How are you doing today, Christy?” 
 “Fine,” I say. I’m speaking to the angel. 
It doesn’t look up.
 “Have you seen any angels lately?” 
 “I’m looking at you, aren’t I?” 
 “Yes, I suppose you are.” 
 The angel never moves while we speak, but I always watch 

it—I’ve decided, somewhat arbitrarily, to call it Gary. 
 I watch Gary from my seat opposite Dr. Warner. When I first ar-

rive, she tries to coax me onto the couch, but I refuse. It would be 
rude to sit near the angel. He doesn’t look like he wants company. 

 Like the first angel, Gary cries a lot. He keeps his face buried in 
his hands. Sometimes, when I am bored, I imagine what it looks 
like. I think he’s handsome under all that hair. Gary’s hair is brown. 

 One of Gary’s wings is still attached. It leans against the back 
of the couch and I wonder if the ugly blue surface is the only thing 
keeping it upright. The other wing dangles from his shoulder by 
a small rope of muscle and tendon. The bone is snapped clean, its 
sharp fragments greenish in the fluorescent light. His feathers are 
coated in a rusty colored powder that clumps in places. It used to 
be blood. 

 “And how does that make you feel?”
 “Sad,” I say, although I am not sure. It is not my pain. 
 “I understand.” 
 That makes one of us, I think. I don’t say this out loud. Instead, 

I nod and smile in a warm gesture that says “Finally! Somebody 
sees me!” Dr. Warner loves this. 

 In the evening, I go out for another blind date. This is my third 
one in two months. Nobody sticks around me for long, especially 
not after they hear about the angels. 

 “I like your dress.” Dough, my date, grins at the mint fabric of 
my baby doll dress. 

 “Thanks. I like your…belt.” 
 Mentally, I hit myself over the head for this one. The buckle is 

shaped like an eagle. It reminds me of an angel. 
 “Oh, this?” He reaches for the belt, readjusting the waistband of 

his jeans. “It was a gift. I didn’t pick it out.” 
 “I like it.” 
 He nods. “Well, should we sit?” 
 “Yes.” I slide into my side of the booth.
 We chat over the menu, trying to ease the initial awkwardness. 

I say I’m thinking about the shrimp scampi. He says he prefers red 
meat. 

 It doesn’t get better from there. He catches me staring at the 
waiter. I tell him our server is actually an angel. He grins and asks 
what I’m high on. 

“No, I totally get it. It’s cool.” He extends a hand under the table. 
“Do you have it on you? Think you could slip me some?” 

I frown and blame the sighting on antidepressants.
“Oh,” He says. His face says too bad.
That’s when I spill my drink on myself which makes my poor 

dress nearly transparent. Then he chokes on a piece of steak. In the 
end, we decide it isn’t going to work out. 

 I spot another angel as we’re walking to his pick-up. He’s 
offered to drive me home, likely in the hopes of getting at least 
something out of this horrible night. And that’s when I see it, the 
ruinous figure seated on the bench at the edge of the deserted park. 
It is dark which makes the angel’s wings appear black. 

 “I’m just over here…” Doug’s voice grows fainter. 
 “Unhunh.” I mumble.
 “Aren’t you coming?”
  I don’t answer. I’m walking away from him. 
 “Christy?”
 “Hunh?” 
 “The truck is this way.” 
 “Actually, Doug I think I’m going to walk. It’s so nice out.” 
 “You’re shaking,” he says.
 “Am I? I don’t feel cold.” 
 “So, you’re really walking?” He sounds incredulous, but I don’t 
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look over. My eyes are glued to the lonely being. 
 “Yes.” 
 I step out into the road without checking for cars. In thirty steps, 

I am standing above the angel who is not an angel at all. The dark 
splotches I took for wings are nothing but large shadows. He’s only 
a boy, or maybe a man, though I don’t peg him as ordinary.

 “Hello?” 
It is the strange man who speaks first. The word comes out muf-

fled. He has his head in his hands. 
 “Sorry, I thought you were an angel,” I say.
 “How come?” 
 I shrug. “You look broken.” 
His long fingers peel away from his face revealing dark eyes and 

sharp angles. Dark purple circles color the skin under his eyes. 
“Are you?” I ask.
He’s incredulous. “An angel?” 
“No. Broken. Are you broken?” 
His pupils focus on my face, his eyebrows knitting together. 

Then his face relaxes, and his eyelids flutter shut. “Uh, yah. I guess 
you could say that.” 

I nod. 
His eyes snap open. “But I’m not an angel.” 
“Neither am I.”
“Have you ever seen one?” He asks.
“Lots.” 
He thinks about this. “And I look like them? The angels?”
My eyes bore into his face, searching for the joke. But it 

doesn’t exist. Not this time. “Well, sort of,” I say. “For a moment 
I thought—and you looked so—well, the darkness kind of looked 
like a wing.”

He glances over his shoulder at the shadows pooling behind the 
bench, just out of the golden circlet of the streetlight. “Hunh. Nev-
er had anyone mistake me for an angel before.” 

“It happens more than you think. They look a lot like humans.”
“Okay,” he says. “Okay.” 
I listen to the crickets. They fill the silence with a comforting 

chirp. It isn’t glorious or ethereal. It’s just simple, happy, joyous.
A nervous chuckle joins the chirping. The man is shaking a head 

of shaggy hair. Through the bangs, I study the brightness in his 
eyes. 

“I don’t understand.” The words are shot out on an exhale as if 
he’s been holding them in. “Like, at all.”

I smile, remembering that very first angel. 
“I’m Christy.” 

I was trying to take a bath. I did what I usually did: turned the 
tap and let the cold water run out before plugging the bottom of 
the tub for the hot water. I took off my clothes from the bottom up: 
socks, pants, underwear, shirt. Don’t trust people who take their 
top off first and leave their nipples out in the cold. 

I got in the tub and drew the curtain around and squirted a gener-
ous amount of bubble bath into the water. I made a beard out of the 
foam and tried to make a snowman, but the bubbles kept melting 
into the water. 

The first spider scuttled its way across the lip of the tub just 
as I was trying to salvage my snowman. Of course I screamed, 
the critter was jet black and hairy and almost touched my toes. 
I scrambled out of the tub and grabbed the plunger in the corner 
of the bathroom and started smacking the stupid thing over and 
over again. I didn’t stop until it was a smear of juice on the floor. 
I thought I was good until another one, an even bigger one with 
hair I swear was three inches long, scooted out of the other corner 
of the bathroom. I shrieked and swatted until it was juice too. My 
heart was pounding so hard, I couldn’t even tell you. I thought I 
was going to die, Jesus Christ. Three more spiders crawled out of 
nowhere after the first two, each fatter and hairier than the last, and 
each got smashed with a lot of screaming. 

The bath was cold by the time I stopped crouching in the middle 
of the bathroom and whipping my head around like a crazy person, 
so I put on my clothes—from the top down now, of course—still 
damp because I forgot a towel and I wanted to get out of the damn 
bathroom. 

I went downstairs to the kitchen and asked Ma if she had seen 
spiders in the bathroom before. 

She was washing the dishes and starting to dry them too. She 
didn’t like leaving the wet dishes out, said the water attracted 
germs and if there were too many germs on a plate before it dried, 
that’s why you got sick. 

It started with     
the spiders

Deborah Kang
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“Kid,” she said. “It’s snowing outside, they’re all dead. May-
be you just got lucky and saw the surviving bunch.” She snorted 
and kept drying the dishes with a ratty old towel. The next bath I 
took was a month after. I hadn’t washed since the spider incident 
and I stunk to high heaven, even the dog wouldn’t come near me. 
I turned on the tap, warmed the water, and took off my clothes. 
No bubbles this time—they made my feet all slippery when I was 
chasing after the spiders. I sat in the bath with my eyes wide open 
then closed them because no way there were more spiders. 

When I looked again, there was a lizard staring up at me from 
the floor. Little thing with bright green scales and beady red eyes. I 
stared at it. It stared back. It’s tongue flicked out, then it opened its 
jaws and coughed out a flickering stream of fire. 

There was a dragon in my bathroom. 
I slowly, slowly lifted myself out of the tub, cringing when the 

water dripped onto the floor. When I was out of the tub, I lunged 
at it quickly, trying to scare it. The thing didn’t blink. I inched 
forward, reaching my hand out and then I grabbed its tail and 
slammed it against the walls of the bathroom. I swung that thing 
around like a lasso and banged it again and again until I was sure 
it was dead. Less screaming this time, but my heart was going like 
anything. I went downstairs—butt naked, mind you—to show Ma 
the dragon. 

I held up the dragon, but she took one look at me and threw a 
pan at my head, yelling at me to “put some damn clothes on!”

I kept the dragon in the freezer until I could get it taxidermied 
the next time we went into town. 

A few weeks later, the snow stopped long enough to clear the 
roads on a Sunday, which was church day. 

Ma and I put on our best clothes—she wore this poofy white 
dress with sleeves that made her arms look like a chubby baby’s, 
but of course I said she looked good, and I wore some jeans with a 
button down. 

I didn’t see why we needed to dress all nice, it was so cold we 
had to wear thick coats that made us look like boxes and they 
covered up any nice thing we were wearing underneath. I put the 
frozen dragon under my coat and you still couldn’t see that any-
thing was there. Ma tried to put me in a tie but I ran outside to the 
car until she gave up. 

Our church is three blocks down from our house, in between the 
hardware store and the library where Cranberry meets Park. The 
church used to be a restaurant so there’s holes in the wall from 
where gas pipes and stoves got ripped out to fit in the pews. When 
I was a kid I stuck my hand in one of the holes and got bitten by a 

rat. Another thing is they never cleaned the restaurant out proper so 
on hot days it smells like old french fries. 

I’ve been going since I was a baby and the entire congregation is 
like my family, although Ma still gets some gossip because she has 
a kid (me) and never married. It’s mostly the ladies in the colorful 
dresses and big hats who say stuff like that. They never say it to 
her face, though, ‘cause they know Ma would give them a beating 
even if it was church. 

Pastor Anderson leads the congregation every Sunday. I like 
him, he talks about hellfire and how the world is going to end, 
which I think is very interesting. 

Ma and I were late that Sunday ‘cause the engine kept stalling 
at home. By the time we got there, the only open seats were way 
in the front so we had to walk down the center aisle real fast and 
pretend nobody could see us. 

We sat down as Pastor Anderson talked about creation, the 
universe and all the animals and humans. I got to thinking about 
the spiders and the dragon in the bathroom. I didn’t feel sorry for 
the spiders, but maybe I should’ve left the dragon alone. I’d left 
the dragon in the truck and I thought about it sitting in the seat, 
all dead and frozen. But then Pastor Anderson said something like 
“Humans were given dominion over all the creatures of the Earth,” 
which I think means we rule all the animals and I didn’t feel so bad 
anymore. 

See, that’s the great thing about church. It makes you feel good 
and tells you you’re doing alright in the world. I think that’s why 
we go to church, to make sure we’re good people. Pastor Ander-
son got to talking about how humans fucked it up in the Garden 
of Eden and it was interesting, but there was a loose strip of wood 
in the pew in front of me and I wanted to peel it off. Ma smacked 
me before I could and I stared at it for the rest of the sermon. 
Afterwards, we said hello to the Howards and the Prathers and 
the Hornbuggers and the Lellers and a lot more people that I don’t 
want to say. They told Ma that I was growing up to be a “fine 
young man” and Ma tried not to blush too much. We didn’t stay 
very long ‘cause it was cold, so we went out to the front of the 
church, shook a few more hands along the way, and got into our 
truck. The dragon froze to the seat while we were inside and some 
of the leather got stuck to it when I pulled it off. I sat on the mark 
before Ma could see it.

The engine had frozen again while we were inside, so Ma had to 
turn the key a few times before we could get started down Cranber-
ry to the taxidermist’s shop. 

There were one, maybe two cars on the street with us and most 
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of the shops we passed were locked up. All you could hear was the 
wind and the coughing truck engine and the crunch of ice and salt 
under the tires. 

Ma parked on the street in front of the place and I hopped out-
side with the dragon under my coat. The building looked like an 
old shack, made of wood and with windows that rattled in the 
wind. A little belled dinged when I walked up the steps and opened 
the door. 

The shop was so warm it felt stuffy. There were deer heads and 
goat heads and even a bear head hanging on the walls. Racks of 
antlers were hung up there too. Some smaller animals, like squir-
rels, rats, and something I thought was a weasel were scattered 
throughout the shop on fake trees and branches. 

Mr. Kellen—he’s the taxidermist—was standing behind a row 
of glass cases near the entrance filled with birds and animals skulls 
and talons and owl pellets. He’s an old, old man with a gray beard 
and watery eyes that look bigger behind his glasses. Mr. Kellen’s 
halfway to deaf, so I took the frozen dragon out of my coat and 
waved it around, yelling that I had a DRAGON TO TAXIDERMY. 

The taxidermist cupped a hand to his ear and leaned as close as 
he could to me. He stunk like animal hair. 

“Boy, there’s no such thing as dragons,” he said. He took the 
dragon from my hand and looked it over. “This here’s a lizard, see 
the scales and the eyes? No dragons in this part of the country.” 

I shook my head and pointed at the dragon. “I swear on my dog’s 
life that it’s a dragon. I’m not lying, sir.” 

He flipped the dragon over in his hands, turning it this way and 
that, before setting it down on a glass case with a thunk. It was 
melting in the heat and the glass went frosty with condensation. 

“Well,” he said. “I don’t care what it is but I can have it done in 
a month. You got money for it?” 

I told him to wait a moment and ran out to the car to ask Ma for 
some money. She still had the engine running and was breathing 
into her hands to keep warm. She threw her wallet at me and told 
me “not to spend too much and hurry up, it’s freezing.” 

I went back inside and paid the taxidermist, then got back in the 
truck with Ma. While she was pulling out into the street she asked, 
“Was this mark on the seat always here, son?” I gulped and tried 
not to look at her. “Yup.” 

“Hm.” 
The ride home was pretty quiet. 
It snowed everyday for the rest of winter. I couldn’t go back 

to town to pick up the dragon and I was thinking about trapping 
rabbits just to do something when I found Nessie swimming in my 

bathtub. 
I was looking in the bathroom mirror trying to figure out if I 

should pop the zit on my nose while the tub filled when I caught a 
glimpse of yellow-green. I turned around and there’s Nessie, curl-
ing in and out of the water and spreading gook all over the sides. I 
couldn’t grab it, it would’ve finned me and I didn’t want slime on 
my hands. 

I ran out of the bathroom, down the stairs, and grabbed the bottle 
of bleach from under the kitchen sink. I ran back up to the bath-
room and poured the whole bottle into the bathtub. Nessie did not 
die easy; the monster twitched and splashed and keened—it really 
did scream— before floating up to the top of the bathwater. The 
amount of slime it sprayed over the bathroom, I should’ve just 
strangled it myself. 

I thought about asking Ma to cook the thing, but seeing how 
much slime came off of the corpse, I really didn’t want to know 
what it tasted like. I didn’t know what God was thinking when He 
made it. 

I dumped Nessie out in the front yard in the snow for the crows 
to pick at, then cleaned up the bathroom before Ma could yell at 
me. 

It was spring when the snow started melting and we could go 
back to town again. It was warm enough to walk to Mr. Kellen’s, 
so I headed over there on a Friday morning. The sun was out and 
people were walking down the street and it was pretty nice after a 
long winter inside. The taxidermist’s shop was locked when I got 
there. 

I knocked on the door a few times. “Mr. Kellen are you there? 
It’s Jacob Hoover, I gave you the dragon.” 

I waited for a minute and held my ear close to the door. I 
couldn’t hear anything. I knocked a few more times, held my ear 
to the door again, and still nothing. I started knocking like crazy, 
slamming my first into the door and yelling Mr. Kellen’s name. 

The door swung open. Mr. Kellen’s wife was in the doorway 
with rollers still in her hair and wearing only a bathrobe. My eyes 
shot up to the ceiling because the bathrobe was about to fall open 
and I did not want to see anything like that. 

She squinted at me and crossed her arms. “Boy, what do you 
want?” 

“I came here for the dragon,” I said. I tried to look inside the 
shop, but the lights were all off. “Where’s Mr. Kellen ma’am?” 

“My husband is out of town, but I can give you the ‘dragon’.” 
She raised her eyebrows when she said it before turning back into 
the shop. The door slammed behind her before I could say that it 
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really was a dragon. I stared at the door, hopping from one foot to 
another. When the door opened again, Mrs. Kellen had the dragon 
in her hand. 

“Did you pay my husband already?” she asked. 
I nodded. “I paid him when I gave him the dragon.” 
She handed the dragon to me. 
“Next time don’t freeze your animals before bringing it here,” 

she said. “Bring it fresh, we don’t have the time to thaw it out.” 
She raised her eyebrows at me again before shutting the door 

without a goodbye. I turned and walked down the steps, dragon in 
hand. I stopped at the bottom of the steps for a moment to really 
look at it. 

It was a beautiful thing, I have to say. I’d forgotten what it 
looked like and Mr. Kellen had done a real good job of keeping 
the scales green and the eyes red. Looked just like when it was 
alive. I bet God was proud of himself when he made it. I think 
He’d be glad that I killed it so it would always be appreciated.

When I got home, I stopped in the front yard to look at Nessie’s 
corpse. Even with the snow, the crows had managed to pick it 
clean and only its bones were left in the mud as the snow melted. I 
put the dragon on the ground and squatted to look at the skeleton. 
The bones were small and white and pointy, and some of them 
had little spikes on them. I picked up the biggest one, grabbed the 
dragon again, then headed inside. 

I went upstairs to my room. I put the dragon in the middle of the 
special shelf I had built for it and put Nessie’s bone right next to it. 

I went to the bathroom after that to take a piss, but there was 
a unicorn blocking the toilet. It was real pretty, I’ll tell you that. 
Everyone thinks that unicorns are white but they’re actually rain-
bow, something about bendy light and all that sciency shit. It was 
just standing in the middle of the bathroom, flicking its tail and 
side-eying me like it wanted something. “Can you talk?” I asked. 

The unicorn snorted and stamped it’s hooves on the bathroom 
floor. It’s horn was so long that it couldn’t put its head up all the 
way without hitting the ceiling. 

“Guess not.” 
I went downstairs and got the gun hanging above the fireplace. 

I brought it to the bathroom and shot the unicorn in the head. It 
screeched before collapsing to the ground in a heap. I didn’t shoot 
it in the horn, of course, just below it. I sawed the horn off the 
unicorn and put it in the sink so I could clean it later. The carcass 
I dragged out of the house and down the stairs and into the front 
yard next to Nessie. 

I went inside and cleaned up the trail of blood. The dog tried to 

lick some of it up and I shoved it away until it got the message. 
Ma came up behind me while I was cleaning and shook her 

head, saying, “What the hell have you done now, boy? Just clean 
it up good and make sure there’s no stains, alright?” She went into 
her room, shaking her head and mumbling something about raising 
a “heathen.” 

After I cleaned up the blood I rinsed off the horn. I didn’t know 
what it was made of, it was light and hollow on the inside. The out-
side was a strange color that I couldn’t name, but it looked alright 
and felt nice and smooth. I put it on the shelf in my room alongside 
the dragon and Nessie’s bone. 

You might be asking, wondering, why in the world are you 
killing these animals Jacob Hoover? I can’t give you a real good 
answer, but Pastor Anderson did say that humans rule the animals, 
even if they’re special ones. God didn’t say in the Bible that there 
should be a good reason to kill animals, so I just do it. I feel bad, 
but I can’t help that God made humans better than anything else. 

We’re better than angels too ‘cause we got a direct connection to 
Him. The Angels don’t have that, they just sing and do good things 
all day. 

Maybe God’s been sending me all these animals. Maybe he’ll 
send me one of His Angels. Not everyone can say they killed an 
Angel.
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“The people from the clinic are asking for you. They want 
you to come in again,” Zara  said, staring at me, “They 
sounded really serious. It’s making me think they know  
something’s wrong with you.” 
“How do you know that they’re asking for me?” I retorted, “I 
haven’t heard from  anyone.” 

Zara paused.  
“You’re lying. I saw it pop up on your phone. How else 
would I have known?” 

I looked over at my cell phone that sat exposed on the bedside 
table. I should’ve locked that thing down better. 

“There’s nothing wrong with me. I got rid of all that bad… 
stuff… that was inside me the  first time, and I don’t have to 
go there when they tell me I should! I’m past that,” I  replied. 
“Did you stop saving your—“ 
“Yes!” I cried, throwing my hands up in frustration, “Yes, 
Zara! We talked about this!” 

I didn’t want to sound too annoyed by her probing; any sign of 
weakness or fear could push her  into a rage. She had been on 
edge ever since the first time I was called back to the clinic. I was  
dreading the moment they would call again, not only because I was 
afraid of what they knew, but  because Zara would force me to go 
there. Zara shook her head and walked to the window. She  looked 
outside at the starless sky, dimmed and distorted by the city’s neon 
and fluorescent glow.  I could tell she wanted to ask me more. She 
was tenacious. I let her stew, knowing that she  would eventually 
erupt, and that I would lie about the gravity of the situation. I had 
no other  option. If Zara knew all the details of what I’ve done, 
how far I’ve really gone, they might— 

“Why would they be calling you again?” She demanded, 
partially closing the blinds and  blocking out most of the false 
light, “It’s way too soon! You’re awfully defensive about  it, 
that’s for sure!” 

Good Morning,     
 12

Lydia Pejovic

Her black hair seemed to camouflage itself into the night. She 
looked like a cardboard cutout in a  haunted house: motionless 
yet menacing. The darkness made her questionable, as if I had 
been  seeing an untrustworthy, blurry phantom darting around our 
bedroom instead of my wife. She  was silent, her eyes glowing 
and floating in front of me. Taunting me. Suddenly, with one swift  
movement, Zara snatched my cell phone off the table, gripping it 
tightly. She seemed quite proud  of herself. 

“For God’s sake, just drop it!” I shouted, trying to wrestle 
the phone from her unyielding  fingers, “I don’t have to tell 
you everything. It’s not even a big deal!”

Zara was unwavering, even as I used all my strength in an attempt 
to pry my phone away. She  kicked mercilessly at my shins and 
sprinted out of the bedroom, slamming the door after her. I  sput-
tered and spit, foaming at the corners of my mouth as I grumbled 
out of sheer disbelief…  
She was going to rat me out. I heard the lock click in the bathroom. 
I started to yank the door  handle to no avail. Trying to break it 
down might be more effective. I heard her weeping as I  pummeled 
the door as hard as I could. 

“Don’t tell them, Zara!” I begged her as my anger swelled, 
“You’re going to lose me!” She didn’t reply. Then, I heard it. 
A dial tone. 
“I need help!” Zara whispered furiously, “My husband… I 
don’t think his Dislodging  worked!” 

“Good morning, 12,” An uninterested voice said to me as I 
blinked my eyes open. 

I already knew I was at the clinic. I tried to move my arms, my 
legs, any part of my body. I felt  nothing. I could only move my 
head side to side. The room was pure white from the drywall to the 
linoleum. A slender nurse with black scrubs stood next to me, typ-
ing away on a small tablet,  her nails clacking as she wrote what I 
assumed was a report—on me. She eyed me coldly, her silver irises 
scanning me like an x-ray. 

“I turned off motor function because you’re a flight risk. I 
also don’t know if you’ve  hacked your strength program-
ming, so I didn’t even consider restraints. Sorry,” The  nurse 
said, not sounding apologetic at all, “And I can tell from your 
reaction that you  know exactly what I mean. Almost like 
you’ve been here before, huh? Didn’t get  Dislodged properly 
again, did you 12?” 
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Silence was probably better. I knew that anything I said would be 
documented on her tablet. I  stayed quiet. I craned my neck to get 
a glimpse of my lower half. My stomach was open on the  table. 
The wiring and circuitry that was previously contained inside my 
hyper-realistic human  torso glimmered under the overhead lights 
and reflected onto the unwelcoming metal tool table  by my feet. 
The first time I was called in about my memory, they had at least 
pretended that I  wasn’t a borg. Getting caught reclaiming memo-
ries a second time meant losing the previously  afforded niceties. 
They knew I wouldn’t just accidentally remember twice. Dislodg-
ing never fails  more than once. At least, it shouldn’t. 

The nurse left the room without speaking to me again. I heard her 
call out for someone in the  hallway. A few moments later, a tall 
man with an austere, shallow face and a light gray lab coat  entered 
the exam room. He took one look at me and grimaced, shaking his 
head. He had a glossy white nametag that read 
PRACTITIONER. 

“12,” He said soberly, “We meet again. Unfortunately.”
“I’ve never met you before,” I said, shifting my gaze away 
from him. 

We had met before. The Practitioner had been wary about my 
memory’s propensity for  reclaiming itself from deep, unknown 
recesses when I was first here six months ago. He said it  was like 
I was accessing my trash file before it got permanently dumped – I 
got my fingers  around them inside some liminal space. He treat-
ed it as an immense issue. I pretended like I  didn’t know what he 
was talking about. I told him that I was a human, so there was no 
need to  even think about memory chips or trashed data. Only En-
lightened borgs know that they aren’t  human, which I now know 
makes real humans afraid. I tried my hardest to feign ignorance 
and  insist on the humanity I never had. I must have been convinc-
ing enough during the first session,  as they gave me a Re-Dislodg-
ing and called it a day. They had told me that if my memory stayed  
again, they wouldn’t hesitate to remove my consciousness – the 
ultimate punishment. The slip  back into wherever the hell I came 
from. Removal always frightened me because it was  impossible 
to remember the start of my life. Then again, humans don’t recall 
their beginnings,  either.  

“You don’t need to lie to me, 12. I’m not letting you fool 
me a second time,” The  Practitioner replied in disgust as he 
grabbed my head forcefully, “Now, before I begin,  your wife 
called. Would you like to know what she said?” 
“What are you talking about? I wasn’t even here a first time! 

And let go of my head!” 
“Zara is distraught that she turned you in. She feels guilty. 
She said she’s willing to sign  release forms and send you 
home. I told her, I said, ‘Zara, subverting the Dislodging  
procedure once is already one time too many, and that thing 
of yours has done it twice!  Come on now! His current con-
sciousness needs to undergo a full Removal if we’re going  to 
correct this problem.’ I’ll be giving her your memory chip for 
consolation, 12.” 
“I don’t have a memory chip because I’m a human being!” 
I said as I looked at the wiring protruding from my torso, “I 
don’t know what this is all about, but I know this is not my  
body! I’ve never had wires and all of this junk! I don’t know 
what this is all about but  I’m begging you! You’ve got the 
wrong man!” 

My pleas clearly didn’t move the Practitioner; he guffawed at my 
useless protestations. He  pushed further.  

“Between us, I think your wife might be a bit… complicit in 
this whole remembering  fiasco. Women are so fond of their 
toys, aren’t they? Why don’t you tell me how Zara helped 
you access your discarded memories, hmm? I know you 
didn’t do it on your own. And I think I know how you did 
it…” 

I felt like I was going to vomit, except I knew nothing would 
come up. Who decided to program  me to have those types of 
urges, anyways? To simulate the human body so perfectly, so 
exactly,  that we would never be able to tell who was a borg and 
who was mortal? Once my memories  stopped erasing, I realized 
that the flesh and blood humans could tell the difference between  
themselves and… us. In actuality, humans had always thrown my 
robotic nature in my face. I just never remembered their abuses for 
long enough… The memories flitted away like freed  doves. But, 
that’s what the Dislodging must be for. Containment. Manipula-
tion. Regulation. Subjugation. The denial of suffering. If you can’t 
remember what happened to you, did it ever  happen at all? 

I often had a feeling that something was amiss. I lost my comfort-
able ignorance when I  encountered an Enlightened borg on the 
street, one that, lucky enough for me, hadn’t yet been  picked up 
by the authorities. He screamed about clinics where the borgs were 
periodically  summoned. He said that borg memories were system-
atically erased to keep them in line. Even  though he was spewing 
what I thought to be nonsense, I came to wonder: Why was Zara 
never  regularly asked to go to the clinic? Why was I always being 
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summoned? She had never had a  single appointment! I knew that 
I had to hang on to this memory as tight as possible, or the truth  
would slip through my fingers, escaping like an electric eel. I was 
ready to hold reality in my  grasp and feel its sting.  

I asked Zara about the clinics when I got back to our apartment 
that night. I confronted her in the  kitchen and asked her if we were 
borgs as the front door closed behind me. She looked troubled and 
told me that she wasn’t one, but wouldn’t say out loud what I was. 
It was easy to tell that I  wasn’t one of her kind. I begged her to tell 
me the truth, which made her sob until her breath  wheezed in her 
chest. 

“You weren’t always like this, 12,” She said to me through 
tears, holding her head in her  hands and averting my gaze, 
“You were human once before… I just couldn’t… Let the  
real you go so soon. I should’ve just let it be; you—I mean, 
he told me it’s not what he  wanted. But, I did it anyway.” 
“What happened to me?” I demanded as I glanced down at 
my body… It looked so real. 
“James had an undiagnosed heart condition and he… Oh 
please don’t make me say it, 12! You’re him, but you’re dif-
ferent.” 
“I’m James?” I asked. 
“No!” She cried as she shot a wild, animalistic glare at me, 
“You’re 12! You’re not him! Don’t ever say his name again!” 

That was enough. Zara realized her mistake very quickly and 
tried to do damage control. 

“You need to go get a Dislodging,” She said frantically as she 
went to grab her phone  from the counter, “I wasn’t supposed 
to tell you this. God, I’m such an idiot!” 
“I won’t tell!” I said, grabbing her by the waist to stop her, “I 
don’t need to get  Dislodged! I’ll keep it a secret and I’ll be 
like James, but better!” 
“Don’t ever say his name again!” She screamed, smacking 
my hands off her body, “I  need to go think about this… Just 
stay put, 12. God, this is… Oh, my god.”

She pushed past me and went to lock herself in the bedroom. I 
heard her cry heavily again. As I  stood alone in the kitchen and 
stewed in my newfound knowledge, I came to see that I had never  
once questioned my assumed humanity. I never thought that I was 
one of those robots, a mere  hunk of oblivious metal. I even joked 
about borgs and their lack of a soul. I even told my wife  that it was 
impossible for manmade creations to ever reach heaven, and she 
agreed with me. I  never knew I was talking about myself. May-

be James wanted to reach heaven. Is that why I  thought of it so 
much? 

The day after I learned I was a borg, Zara came home with a large 
black book entitled  Programming the Mind: Pathways to Insight, 
sternly warning me that she would send me to the  clinic if I told 
anyone she got it for me. Why had I never known books like these 
existed? And  why was Zara giving it to me now? Did she really 
miss James enough to keep me around? I  stopped thinking about 
Zara and spent hours reading the book; I studied diagrams of my 
body  and reflected on its intricacies. It was the guide to my own 
creation, my cheat codes, and my  brain. Although it hurt to realize 
that I was anything but unique or human, I knew that infinity  was 
in my reach – lasting memories could make me as human as Zara. 
After days of studying, I  learned to create an extra memory save 
file, one that could go virtually unnoticed by even the  best of 
practitioners. I could keep my consciousness. I could be more than 
just a replacement. I  could become the man James used to be, not 
just a copy of his mind. I was closer to mortality  than ever before. 

“12, you do understand that we were going to bring you in 
to the clinic whether or not  Zara turned you in, right?” The 
Practitioner questioned, grinning as he interrupted my  racing 
thoughts, “We’ve been keeping a close eye on you. The calls 
for you to come in  
were really just… I don’t know… let’s call them ‘the illusion 
of choice.’ Why don’t you  tell me how Zara taught you to 
access your deleted memories? She’s the reason you’re  here, 
after all. She’s the one who wanted to keep the past alive.” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” I screamed, shak-
ing my head side to side  violently, “Let me out of here! Let 
me talk to Zara! Let me see my wife!” 
“You don’t need to see your wife. She can pop your chip 
into the ReReleaser and relive  all of your lovely domestic 
memories. I’m sure they’re wonderful,” The Practitioner  
stated patronizingly, “Wouldn’t you like to be honest for 
Zara? Her and I will be the only  ones watching these final 
moments. Don’t you think she’ll be ever so sad that her own  
replacement husband denied that she helped him feel human? 
Just think of her  rewatching this moment for the rest of her 
days… And think of me! I will have to go  back possibly 
eight months in this corny footage trying to figure out where 
she taught you to perfect your memory retention abilities.”  

I became afraid that he would find my memories of the book. I 
had wanted to protect Zara the  best I could, but I couldn’t deny 
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that she was complicit. James might have had more loyalty to  her, 
but I wasn’t him. That had been made quite clear. If I erased my 
memories of the book, I  would lose the knowledge I gained from 
it. Then again, why was I fooling myself? Zara’s human  life had 
to be worth much more than mine… I should’ve just erased the 
memory. Maybe it was easier when I never had to concern myself 
with the past. Maybe I should have been satisfied with  living in 
the dark. 

“Can you just… Can you tell me why I have to forget?” I 
begged the Practitioner, trying  to switch the subject away 
from my wife, “I don’t understand. I’m just trying to be  hu-
man. What’s so wrong about that?” 

The Practitioner ogled me, seemingly weighing whether or not 
the truth could be revealed, even  to a being whose current con-
sciousness would soon cease to exist. 

“A sentient borg always wants more than it deserves,” He 
replied, refusing to elaborate  further.  

I looked into the Practitioner’s sunken face. He grinned at me 
smugly, his light blue eyes  reflecting my metal torso. The silence 
that followed his meager explanation taunted me, and I  realized 
that Zara would be seeing these final moments through my eyes. 
Instead of looking at  me as I was Removed, seeing my body in 
its last conscious seconds, she would study the same  bare walls. 
She would stare into the unforgiving eyes of the Practitioner. She 
would notice my  exposed wiring. I wished that I could’ve been 
more for her. I tried. But I wasn’t James. 

“I love you, Zara,” I said with as much strength as I could 
muster, “I’ll find you again.” 

I knew that I would never know her again. Even if I knew her 
again, I wouldn’t know her. My  new consciousness would never 
know her. I fought so hard to keep the memories that I was now  
doomed to lose. Surely it would be impossible to find a human like 
Zara again, one who could  gift me with forbidden knowledge. And 
even if I did gain the knowledge, could I preserve it? Or  would I 
just turn into a new version, a 12.1, 12.2, and so on and so forth 
until my overused, aged  frame got tossed into a trash heap? I 
prayed that they would retire my body and Zara could find a  place 
for it to rest and rust. Would God listen to my prayers? I always 
wished he did. But I spent  too long wishing for things that could 
never be. 

“You were a fighter, 12, I must say. Yours was a very inter-
esting and anomalous  consciousness. I’m sure your wife 
will smile at your tenacity,” The Practitioner said as he  felt 
around the back of my head, “Ah, there’s the eject button. 

The manufacturers hide  them so well these days! Now, 
count down with me from three.” 

I refused. 
“Good morning, 13,” An uninterested voice says to me as I 
blink my eyes open. I squint at the blank walls in confusion. 
“Who am I?” I ask, looking frantically around the white 
room.
“You just had a Removal surgery. It was a… tumor on your 
brain,” A tall man in a gray  lab coat says as he places his cold 
hand on my shoulder, “You’ve lost your memory,  unfortu-
nately. We at the clinic will help you reintegrate into society 
the best we can.”
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Somewhere, beneath a minor provincial hamlet, a lord slept. On 
the land above, families tilled land and sewed crops, bred and fed 
domestic animals, spun thread and wove fabric, but all the while, 
the lord slept.

In a tomb beneath the town, a girl scoured various items. Sun-
light spilled down a short passage, washing over petrified furniture 
and bookshelves carved from bone. As she examined each item, 
she expected to clear away volumes of dust, possibly wheezing as 
it wormed into her lungs. However, most of the items had evidence 
of recent use—the couch reclined upon, the table dined upon, 
books pulled out and thumbed through. After searching every item 
in sight twice, she was dumbfounded. Then, she struck upon one 
last idea. As she peeked beneath a doormat, many-legged insects 
scuttled out. Reaching with her hand, she fished out a cast-iron key. 

Briefly, she considered dashing out of the tomb, through the 
same passage she had entered through. Instead, she gravitated 
towards an ornate door. Studded by blood-red gems and engraved 
with beautiful scripts, she found several skull-shapes masterfully 
sculpted out of its woodwork. Open me, it seemed to say. She took 
the key, wiped off some of its grime, and placed it into the door’s 
lock, located inside the mouth of one of its skulls. Turning the key 
produced a satisfying click, as all of its tumblers fell into perfect 
alignment. 

Right as she was about to open the door, a voice rang out behind 
her, “Oh, I don’t recomm—” 

She screamed. While she had been inside the tomb, she had 
heard little more than her own movements. The sudden appearance 
of a person behind her, whether abyssal monster or random pass-
erby, had filled her with a terror unlike any in her short life, and 
it could do nothing less than coalesce in the form of an ear-shat-
tering shriek. The voice screamed back, apparently startled by the 
horrific sound. Ten seconds of pure auditory terror. As the shriek 
petered out due to simple lung capacity, the girl realized that the 
other voice was attached to a person. Turning, she saw a young 
man—no, more of a boy—standing in the passage. His hair was 
sorely dilapidated, and he wore breeches, the kind seen on persons 
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of some note from the capital city. 
With the belabored breaths of someone who has recently 

screamed their lungs out, he said, “holy shit. You—you can’t just 
yell at someone like that. Could have scared me half to death!” 

“What?” asked the girl. She was confused, possibly even befud-
dled. 

“That was the loudest thing I have ever heard.” The boy wiped 
sweat off his brow. It was greying prematurely. “Please, never do 
that again.” 

“Wh—it’s your fault for sneaking up on me like that,” said the 
girl. “I should be asking you to stop prowling. Yeah, prowling 
around behind people.” 

“Prowling?” The boy pointed to his shoes and began walking 
towards her. The buckles made a small but noticeable clack with 
each step. “Does it sound like I’m prowling?”

“Well, you had to be doing something, because I didn’t hear you 
at all.”

“Alright, that’s—that’s besides the point. What matters is that 
you don’t open that door.” He pointed at the gem-script-and-skull 
door.

“Why not?”
“Why not? Why not?” The boy stared at her. Could she actually 

be asking this? “Look at this door! There are skulls carved into 
it. Skulls! A universal sign of death and destruction.” “You don’t 
know that. Maybe they’re there for uh….”

“For what? Why else would someone put an eerily realistic ren-
dition of a human skull, if not to warn of imminent doom?”

Then there was the clattering of footsteps down the hall. The girl 
saw several familiar faces: two of her brothers, some of her closer 
cousins, and her father, all armed with sickles or rakes.

“Oh, sir,” said her father. He clearly was not expecting the boy in 
breeches to be here, or even necessarily know of the place. “What 
are you doing here?” 

The boy rubbed his eyes. The girl noticed deep bags beneath 
them. “Stopping this idiotic girl from killing us all, it seems.”

Her father noticed her presence. He shot her a glare. “I’m so sor-
ry for my idiot girl,” he said to the boy in breeches, “Bożena, say 
sorry to Mr. Rákóczi here.” 

“Sorry? Why should I be sorry? You don’t even know if I did 
anything wrong!” 

“If you’re down here, you were doing something wrong. Apolo-
gize to the magistrate right now.”

“Magistrate, my ass! He’s barely older than I am!” Bożena could 
feel her face begin to flush. “He snuck up on me. He should be the 



62 63

one apologizing.” 
Rákóczi—the boy—smiled at this, revealing tiny wrinkles 

around the corners of his mouth. Magistrate? He was more of a 
clerk. Though by the look of this tomb, they were going to need 
not a clerk but a cleric, hopefully with specialized weaponry. 
“There’s no need for apologies. Just stop her from opening this 
door. Actually, keep her out of here entirely, if possible.” 

As Bożena’s father ushered her out, followed by their small 
entourage of armed family members, Rákoćzi removed the key 
from its lock, placed it in the pockets of his hand-me-down breech-
es, and studied the door. Its beautiful scripts were written in an 
archaic form of Urzean Fruskã, long the language of international 
diplomacy. Bożena would have been unable to read it, not that she 
or anyone else in the village could read anything, but even he was 
having trouble with its antiquated declensions and elaborate char-
acters. “Death to the Sun-King,” it read. Or was it “Death from the 
Sun-King”? Did that even make sense?

Rákoćzi thought back to what he remembered of the Solar 
Monarch. He had been dead for, what, 180 years now? The couch, 
dressed in illustrious Joharrian leather, said that its owner was part 
of the foreign contingent sent by the far-off states of the South. But 
the table was crafted from the famed petrified plywood of Daern, 
one of the Sun-King’s fiercest enemies. Of course, even the door-
mat had to add to the confusion. Its tassels were clearly modeled 
after the Darkhad horse tails found in the plains near their very 
own capital. 

So what was it, then? Were these the luxury items of a parti-
san of the Sun-King, or one of his many enemies? If a partisan 
loomed behind that deadly door, then he and the entire village 
were doomed on its opening. Hostilities had ceased between the 
former Sun Kingdom and his own measly country, but he doubted 
that anyone behind the door would know that. But if it were one of 
his own compatriots, or at least a lord who didn’t believe himself 
at war with them, then maybe they were in less danger than he 
thought. 

Just my luck, Rákoćzi thought.
Don’t worry, it’s only a tiny town, his superiors had said to him. 

There’s probably no more than 100 people there! You’ll be in and 
out in no time. 

Then a voice called back into the room. It was Bożena’s father. 
“Excuse me, sir. Are you still in there?” 

Rákoćzi turned back to the farmer. He had come here for a rea-
son, hadn’t he?

“So what did our five senses have to do with our taxes, again?” 
asked the father, scratching the itchy corners of his mouth. Ever 
since he grew his moustache out, it had bugged him incessantly. 

“Your five what? Oh, a census.” Rákoćzi raised his eyebrow 
ever so slightly. Had this farmer misunderstood the whole time? “It 
sounds the same, but it’s a different word. We’re counting up all of 
the people in the duchy, so that we can accurately establish a tax 
base.”

“So you are a tax collector?” asked the father. He was pretty cer-
tain this was just another cockamamie scheme to cajole his sweet, 
sweet taxes out of him. 

“No, a tax collector would collect taxes. It’s in the name. I’m 
just recording how many people live here, so that someone else 
can come later to collect taxes.” Rákoćzi squinted at his notes, 
scrawled in his half-legible shorthand. “And to record what lan-
guages you speak as well as your occupations, literacy rates, and, 
uh, places of birth. Yeah, that says ‘place of birth.’ I think.” 

“And, if you don’t mind me asking, sir, why do you need those?” 
said the father. Rákoćzi didn’t have an answer for him. The clerk 
couldn’t fault him for the questions. This was the first time they 
were conducting the census, after all. But for the last half-hour, 
this farmer had done nothing but spout question after meaningless 
question. Rákoćzi wasn’t privy to the overarching policy goals of 
the duchy, nor was he sure how the census factored into them. It 
didn’t matter if he knew, because his current job was solely to ad-
minister the census. And it didn’t matter if this farmer knew either.

Looking down at his breeches, Rákoćzi took a deep breath. “I 
think I’ve explained enough. Now, how many people live in your 
household?”

The officer sized up the two local authorities, if you could call 
them that. “I imagine you understand why I’m here.”

One of them, a stout middle-aged man who looked used to field 
work, picked at the corners of his mustache and then nodded, his 
face a stone impression of itself. The other, a breeches-wearing 
young man who looked almost too young to hold any authority, 
was apparently a clerk, sent here to record a census. Strange, the 
officer thought, did a backwater state like this even have a census? 

¶¶

¶¶
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The young man looked uneasily at the smoke rising above the 
once-proud fortress in the distance, a brilliant red-and-yellow flag 
now towering above it. He dragged his eyes back to the blaring red 
and yellow of the officer’s uniform, as well as the five-foot mus-
kets carried by the soldiers behind him. “Uh, y—yes. Of course.”

“Then I expect we’ll have no problems. We will require all of 
you to hand over any firearms you may own, to remain within the 
confines of your village, and to strictly avoid sending any letters or 
messages by other means,” said the officer, not that he had seen a 
single post office in the 90 miles traveled by his unit.

The young man raised a shaking hand. The officer sighed. “Yes? 
Your name was something like Ruckus or Jacuzzi, correct?” 

“It’s Rákoćzi, but either of those work. May we—may I speak to 
you privately, milord?” The young man had to grab his hand with 
the other in a futile attempt to stop its tremors. The farmer nodded, 
almost imperceptibly, at the young man. 

The officer chuckled a little at this, as did his subordinate sol-
diers, primarily out of a sense of solidarity. The farmer and the 
young man decided to join in as well, though they didn’t see the 
humor in the situation. 

“We don’t call anyone ‘milord’ in the Republic,” the officer said 
with a grin, “You can just call me ‘sir.’ And I don’t think there’s 
any need to converse privately. Anything you want to tell me, you 
can say to me and my compatriots.” 

The young man tried to return the officer’s arrogant grin with a 
desperate smile, but his facial muscles were too tense for him to 
succeed. 

“I really think this is something we should discuss in private,” 
said the young man, bullets of sweat inching down his brow. 
“Please, it’s a matter of life or death.”

Théodore Marie Léon Soult—that was his name, Rákoćzi had 
learned. Chosen to oversee the occupation of nearby villages 
because he was essentially fluent in the local language, this man 
Soult was the key to all of their survival. Not just because he had 
the authority to raze the village but because he alone had the ability 
to rein in his subordinates. 

“I don’t understand,” said Soult, seated at a table in a local 
house. “What’s so terrible about this door?” 

“It’s not the door itself, it’s what’s behind the door, sir,” said 
Rákoćzi, sitting straight up in his seat. He was still concerned, but 

¶¶

without the rest of the Solar soldiers staring him down,
he was no longer on the verge of a panic attack. “There’s a high 

lord sleeping in there. A count, at least. Possibly a marquess.” 
“Really?” Soult yawned, gazing out the window. The sun was 

setting, and a full moon, as beautiful as nightshade in bloom, could 
already be seen.

“Yes, really.”
“That seems… unlikely, to say the least,” said Soult, pausing 

sometimes to either pick ration meat out of the spaces between 
his teeth or to spit at the mention of high lords, “The injured high 
lords—the weaklings—all arose from their tombs after the First 
Solar Wars. Not a single one has risen since. And the uninjured 
lords—the cowards—never had to retreat to their tombs in the first 
place. If anything, there’s probably nothing but an empty casket 
behind that door. You look like a smart kid. You should know that.” 

“Sir, I do know. You think I haven’t thought about it? It doesn’t 
change what I saw, which was a nearly-intact antechamber of an 
unopened tomb.”

“Let’s discuss what you saw,” said Soult. This quaint little clerk 
was undoubtedly wrong, but at least he was presenting something 
interesting in this desolated hamlet. “The bookshelf, table, and 
couch had all been used? Sounds more like an empty tomb to me.” 

“I don’t know how they were used either, but if they had been 
used after the First Solar Wars, don’t you think they’d have col-
lected a bunch of dust? There wasn’t any when we first entered the 
tomb.”

“And how do you know someone else didn’t get to the tomb 
before you did?” asked Soult. This was fun. This clerk wasn’t half-
bad at putting together an argument. “What, and this person was 
just a regular old high lord, sneaking around like a—like a Johar-
rian ground squirrel? Don’t you think the Duchess’ administration 
would know if a high lord lived in this general vicinity?”

“Quite frankly,” said Soult, as he struck what the clerk had 
learned was his trademark grin, “I don’t think the Duchess knows 
half of what’s what in her little duchy. That farce you call a census 
shows that pretty well.” 

“I—you—That’s besides the point, okay? We would know if a 
high lord—a high lord—lived around here. You have to admit that, 
sir.”

“Sure, sure,” said Soult. It seems like he had lost this part of 
their little game. “And what does this have to do with me and my 
men?” 

“What does this have to do with you? If your men open that 
door, we’ll all die. I’ve been thinking about this, alright? This 
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lord’s been asleep for well over a hundred years. If he wakes up, it 
doesn’t matter if he considers himself an enemy of your country or 
mine. He’s going to be pretty damn hungry, and he’ll sink his teeth 
into whatever meal he can get first! Your thu—men are already 
carrying off the furniture. It’s only a matter of time before they go 
after the only thing standing between us and certain doom!”

“Well, that does sound like them,” said Soult. The sorts of 
enlisted men assigned to occupy simple villages tended not to be 
the crème de la crème. “But they can’t open the door, even if they 
wanted to, right? You’re the one with the key, after all. And even if 
they did somehow open the door, I’ve still got this.” 

Soult tapped on an oblong box hitched to his belt. Older than 
gunpowder weapons, the magic behind these fantastic devices had 
first been wielded by the Sun King against the high lords who had 
opposed him. Charged daily by the sun’s gleaming rays, they con-
centrated the brutal energy of the sun into controllable, directable 
beams. The high lords, once the personal masters of night battles, 
had to resort increasingly to using squishy humans for military 
contests, directing their territories from the safety of provincial 
and national capitals. Ironically, the Sun King (himself a high lord) 
died to his own military innovation, when the First Solar Revolu-
tionary Army marched into his capital and seared him into a miser-
able pile of dust. Soult smiled when he thought of historical facts 
like this one.

Rákoćzi looked at the officer’s sun-weapon. He hadn’t seen one 
in action before, but according to the handful of relevant paintings 
he had seen, it looked a little too small to obliterate a high lord. 

“Will that actually work?”
“Well,” said Soult, “probably not. It’s mostly symbolic, but 

this’ll probably hurt like a bitch for any spineless lord it touches, 
but it probably won’t kill them.” 

“Then that only proves that it’s a massive risk to just let your 
men have their way with the tomb,” said Rákoćzi. “You have to 
order them to stay away. It’s the only way to keep all of us safe.” 

Soult mulled over this. Had the clerk actually made his case? He 
might be right, thought the officer, but I can’t listen to the requests 
of a random civilian simply because he asked, now can I? 

The officer grinned. “Nice breeches. Silk?”
“I—thank you. I inherited them from my—” Rákoćzi’s smile 

wilted. “But—but they’re not your size.”
Soult stared at him. Though old, worn-out, and probably passed 

from generation to generation, the clerk’s breeches had an unde-
niable level of craftsmanship. If nothing else, the silk would be 
worth something.

Rákoćzi swallowed some of his excess spit, as well as his pride. 
“They’d be a great gift for a—for a brother or nephew, I’m sure.”

Soult’s laughter filled the room. Rákoćzi stood there in his coat, 
waistcoat, and bare underwear. On another night, he would have 
considered this absolutely mortifying, the sort of event that makes 
you want to crawl out of your own skin. But compared to having 
all of the blood drained from his body by a hungry lord, this was 
infinitely preferable. 

Soult overcame his laughing fit and stuffed the clerk’s artisanal 
silk breeches into his pack. “Stay right here. I’ll go order my men 
to stay out of the tomb. Oh, and get you something to wear, proba-
bly.” 

“Actually,” said Rákoćzi, “before you go, sir, could I have the 
key for the door?”

“It’ll be in good hands with me,” said Soult before thinking back 
to how desperate the clerk had been. “You know what? Why the 
hell not? Let’s get you the key.”

Soult removed the breeches from his pack. He checked the left 
pocket, turning it inside out with the fine fingers of a commis-
sioned officer. There was nothing there. At the clerk’s behest, he 
checked the right pocket, where he similarly found nothing—no, 
worse than nothing, he found a hole. A small one, it ran straight 
from the inside of the pocket to the outside of the breeches. 

“Oh shit,” said Rákoćzi, a cold sweat rushing down his spine. 
In all the chaos of recent events, he must have forgotten about the 
hole in his pocket. “Could we—could we check your whole bag?” 

Soult nodded. He certainly wasn’t laughing anymore. Removing 
everything from basic rations to spare ammunition to sleeping rolls 
to emergency tourniquets to tobacco, they combed through every 
single item held in his pack. The grimy key to the door of death 
was still nowhere to be found. 

They both stepped outside, Rákoćzi still not wearing his breech-
es. In the rancid moonlight, the clerk was trying to retrace his daily 
steps when Soult had a brilliant idea: enlist

his men into searching for the key. As the pair headed to the 
tomb, where soldiers were likely still repossessing its contents, 
they heard a shriek coming from its direction.

As the shriek continued, the screams and wails of a battle-hard-
ened half-squad of soldiers followed. The squeals of the dying 
were then cut short, one by one, until only the singular shriek 
remained. Filled with the shrillness of someone facing their sudden 

¶¶
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and unforeseen death, it lasted for an uncomfortably long time, as 
if it was taking ten whole seconds for their vitality to leave through 
their lungs. Rákoćzi recognized this scream. He had heard it be-
fore, in the very same tomb it was now coming from. But unlike 
last time, the shriek didn’t peter out. 

It just stopped. 
For a few seconds, there was perfect stillness. Softly-crooning 

birds, incessant crickets, families sharing stories around a fire or 
cleaning up inside their homes—none of them dared make a sound 
or a motion. 

Rákoćzi was staring up at the night sky. Everywhere else on the 
continent, they were looking at a night sky too, weren’t they? From 
the glistening capital city of the Solar Republic, to the bountiful 
ranches of the southern states, to the countless little settlements 
dotting the countrysides of all nations, they were admiring beau-
tiful constellations or yawning or compiling census data, he was 
sure of it. Eventually, they would go to bed, wake up the next day, 
and continue their lives, probably seeing a beautiful sky the fol-
lowing night. Why couldn’t he be there—somewhere else, any-
where else—just not here, with its sickening moon, laughing at 
him, taunting him, saying “Tomorrow night, I will be here and you 
will not.” 

Then the spell was broken. Trees rustled all around them as birds 
took flight, commanded by instinct. The condemned families of the 
wretched hamlet murmured in hush tones, grabbed their farming 
implements for use as ineffectual weapons, and pursued occupying 
soldiers in search of meaningless help.

Rákoćzi looked at the officer standing next to him. Théodore 
Marie Léon Soult—proud soldier of the Republic, defender of its 
ideals to the last. Ornamental solar weapon in hand, he watched the 
tomb for any signs of motion. The door had been opened at long 
last, and whichever lord was sleeping behind it had healed from 
the wounds of wars long past. He was coming, and Soult knew 
it. Looking at this soldier, his jaw tense, his gaze steady, Rákoćzi 
knew too. 

It was going to be a long night.
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